
Introduction 

The topic of this book,' 'magic and the self,'' may seem an odd juxtaposition 
of the newest and most old-fashioned concerns in anthropology. Magic is a 
topic only occasionally discussed in the anthropological literature today, and 
when it is, it is usually subsumed under the more voguish headings of "ritual" 
or "symbolism." The very term magic conjures images of the armchair 
anthropologists of the late nineteenth century, Frazer's great opus The Golden 
Bough (1913), out-dated speculations concerning the "primitive mentality," 
and the fusty tomes of bygone evolutionary theorists. In contrast, the " s e l f " 
is redolent of the new, the experimental, the postmodernist concerns of the new 
ethnography (reviewed by Clifford and Marcus 1986; Marcus and Fischer 
1986), which strives to find ways to more vividly represent the experience of 
other cultures and to develop a "cultural psychology" (Shweder 1990) that can 
transcend the outdated, culture-bound yet globalizing paradigms of the past. 
Why this strange hybrid of nineteenth-century universalism and postmodern 
particularism—magic and the self? 

The ethnographic aim of this study is to show how what I refer to as 
' 'magic" and concepts of person and self are intimately intertwined for Mekeo, 
a people of central, coastal Papua. That is to say, on the one hand a distinctive 
cultural view of the self is shaped by cosmological beliefs based upon a magical 
worldview; on the other, the beliefs and rituals of Mekeo magic serve to create 
a particular kind of awareness and experience of self—thus they are the very 
means of creating self. 

Self is a problematic term frequently bandied around in current anthropo-
logical debate (the literature, now extensive, is reviewed by Hallowell 1967; 
Clifford 1982; Shweder and Bourne 1984; White and Kirkpatrick 1985; Doi 
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1986; Strathern 1988; Herdt 1987, 1989a; Herdt and Stoller 1990; Whittaker 
1992). By "se l f" I refer to a person's sense of being an entity (or combination 
of entities) somehow distinct from others (although connected to them) with 
thoughts, feelings, needs, and desires that inevitably oppose self to others, no 
matter how close those others might be. In other words, I am referring to a 
person's self-awareness or self-identity.1 I do not assume, as so many cross-
cultural studies caution us against assuming (e.g., L. Dumont 1965; Marriot 
1976; White and Kirkpatrick 1985; Strathern 1988; Herdt 1989a), that Mekeo 
selves are conceptualized in the same way as Western selves—indeed much 
of this book is an exploration of the differences. Yet I do work from the basic 
assumption that an existential sense of self—self-consciousness or self-
awareness—as a center, however shifting, of thought, feeling, and desire, is a 
universal of the human condition; indeed, it is this self-consciousness, rather 
than a capacity for tool making, language, symbolic representations, or any 
other characteristic, that primarily distinguishes humans from animals. 

My concern is with this existential sense of being a person, somehow 
differentiated from others, and how this sense of I/me is realized both in the 
system of Mekeo cultural beliefs and in the lived experience of actual Mekeo 
persons. That the category of the "self " is a problematic one, and is inevitably 
misleading when applied to other cultures, is certainly true. Yet since this whole 
study is in effect an extended exploration of how our Western category com-
pares with Mekeo notions, I find it impossible to avoid it. I could use glosses 
such as "face," "outside me," "inside me," "skin," "body substance," 
"body surface," "body interior," "dream-self," "hidden self," and so I shall, 
but I cannot remove the term self without my prose becoming hopelessly 
clogged and unintelligible. 

Why should magic provide the focus for an exploration of self-awareness 
and identity? An important recent study by Fredrik Barth (1987) argues that 
Melanesian cosmological symbols in general might better be understood as 
relating to the self rather than to social structure. I have come to similar 
conclusions here. Since a system of beliefs and rituals that can most easily be 
identified as magic forms the basis of Mekeo cosmology, it is "magic" that 
is central to this study. At once, our discussion is placed in danger of foundering 
against the reef of hoary and inappropriate connotations attached to the very 
idea of magic both in popular Western culture and within the specialized culture 
of anthropological and sociological discourse. Obviously my concern here is 
with the latter, but this removes few difficulties owing to the many negative 
associations the term magic carries—labels condescendingly applied to modes 
of thought deemed primitive, archaic, and childish. As Tambiah (1990) cau-
tions, it is a concept that has emerged from historical processes specific to 
Western culture and thus remains inherently problematic as a "baseline" from 
which to translate the modes of thought of other peoples and times. Unless I 
intend this book to be a thorough "deconstruction" of the term, would I not 
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be better to eschew all reference to it, and simply refer to Mekeo cosmology, 
ritual, and belief, which are currently more neutral terms? 

Although my aim here is by no means so ambitious as to provide a thorough 
deconstruction of the anthropological concept of magic, I do hope to be able 
to shed different light on our present understandings of what it entails. Magic, 
despite its drawbacks, is still a useful concept in identifying a particular kind 
of cosmology, ritual, and belief. When used within anthropological discourse, 
it is understood to refer to a belief system that assumes that through specific 
actions on the part of a human agent, involving incantations or spells and the 
use of magical substances and the performance of specified ritual actions, 
desired changes can be brought about in the material world. Why such an 
assertion is made, and why it is believed, is in essence the subject of all the 
debate about magic—from Frazer (1913), Durkheim (1915), Mauss (1966 
[1902], 1972), Malinowski (1935, 1961,1974) Evans-Pritchard (1937) and the 
innumerable ethnographic studies of magic that have followed in their wake— 
regardless of whether argument is based on the nature of the "primitive 
mentality," modes of thought, infantile wishes, theories of the sociology of 
knowledge, or even ESP (e.g., Winkleman 1979). In refusing to relinquish the 
term magic, I shall, nevertheless, restrict it to refer to the Western analytic 
concept and avoid it as far as possible when referring to the culturally specific 
Mekeo system of beliefs and rituals. 

Pivoting as this study does on the contrasting perspectives afforded by two 
separate phases of fieldwork and the disjunctions I discovered between public 
symbolic representations and the intimacies of private revelations, it inevitably 
calls into question, and thus makes problematic, the nature of my ethnographic 
data. It is impossible to give a straightforward description of Mekeo beliefs and 
action; rather, I must show how it was that particular kinds of information 
became available to me and describe the interactions shaping my different 
perspectives. In view of the growing commitment in current ethnographic 
writing to more interpretative and reflexive approaches, my stance can no 
longer be regarded as novel. The theoretical grounds for it have been exten-
sively argued by others (Rabinow 1977;Dumont, J.-P. 1978; Crapanzano 1979, 
1980; Clifford 1982, 1986; Marcus and Cushman 1982; Geertz 1988; Clifford 
and Marcus 1986; Marcus and Fischer 1986; Herdt and Stoller 1990). Of the 
many arguments in favor of this approach, the most compelling in my view is 
the observation that when the human mind takes itself as its subject, it must 
devise methodologies and theories very different from those applied to the 
external, physical world (Jung 1969:216-217; Sartre 1969; Kohut 1971:301-
305, 1977:311, 1985:116-118). 

Once one adopts this mode, the "I" is inclined to take over and become 
integral to the whole work, as Marcus and Cushman (1982) have pointed out. 
Here it becomes the means whereby I introduce my understandings of an exotic 
culture to the reader. It is by explaining how I obtained my information that 
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I attempt to give my interpretations authority. In the exploring of individuals' 
subjectivity it is a means of coping with the problem of penetrating other 
people's inner worlds. I cannot simply assert Mekeo think this or that, I need 
to show how they shared their inner worlds with me. Furthermore, it is by 
reflecting upon Western modes of understanding mind, consciousness, and inner 
states that I hope to contribute to our general understandings of such. The 
narrative of my personal process of intellectual discovery, as I gradually moved 
from public levels of understanding to increasingly private and hidden levels, 
provides structure to the book as a whole and the plot whereby my ethnography 
unfolds. 

There are dangers in the balancing act this approach requires. For some 
readers, there will be too much here about I/me; for others, the process of 
reflexivity will not be developed fully enough. Devereux (1967), for example, 
maintains that fieldworkers would have to undergo extensive psychoanalysis 
before being sufficiently aware of their own distortions and projections to 
achieve an appropriately honed psychological objectivity. As Herdt and Stoller 
(1990) have pointed out, a fully reflexive approach seems to imply the need 
to present to the reader a careful self-analysis of the investigator—yet both 
authors draw back from offering this. No one, of course, can be totally self-aware 
or in touch with all their unconscious as well as conscious motivations. We can 
only aim at increasing our awareness without becoming overwhelmed by our 
"self critical stance" (Crapanzano 1979); this is as much as I attempt here. 

Reflexivity—or as Geertz (1988), tongue-in-cheek, dubs it, the "I-witness-
ing'' mode—has its costs. Too great a preoccupation with the means by which 
one constructs ethnography, Marcus and Cushman (1982) have warned, too 
myopic an absorption in how one knows what one knows (or can know anything 
at all), may lead to loss of confidence, negativity, and the abandonment of 
ethnography as a viable mode of knowledge. Geertz (1988) observes that it is 
difficult to create new knowledge, and present it effectively and convincingly, 
when one must call into question each stage of the process. The rhetoric of 
' 'I-witnessing'' can become a double-edged sword when it is invoked simul-
taneously as the source of ethnographic authority and as a critical tool to 
evaluate that authority. Had it seemed possible to do so, I would have preferred 
to avoid the tight-rope tensions involved. Yet, like Favret-Saada (1980) in her 
study of witchcraft in provincial France, I find myself in a situation where, in 
penetrating the "concealed things" of Mekeo esoteric knowledge, it is im-
possible to withdraw the author from the text: what is told is inseparable from 
to whom it is told, and only those who participate in the discourse are ever told. 
My perspective on the man of sorrow and of ritual experts in general is largely 
the product of my own involvement in acquiring esoteric knowledge; it ne-
cessitates putting my own experience in the fore, although my intention is to 
use this to illustrate what acquiring secret knowledge involves for Mekeo. 

Although the very notion of self as an analytic category necessarily entails 
the' 'experience of selfhood... that occurs in human beings in various cultures'' 
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(DeVos, Marsella, and Hsu 1985:1), this experiential aspect has often been 
absent in the accounts of Western observers. Recognition of this lack, and of 
the distortions arising out of an exclusive focus on cultural symbols and nor-
mative statements, has been the focus of a number of important studies (in-
cluding McHugh 1989; Wikan 1989, 1990; and Ewing 1990b). My approach 
to Mekeo subjectivity explicitly deals with how real people experience their 
lives and give personal meaning, based on "cultural templates" (Wikan 1990), 
to the flow of everyday life. My presentation has not been directly influenced 
by Wikan's work, as I had already completed the final draft of this book before 
reading it, but I fully endorse her questioning of the low priority given to an 
anthropology of experience as compared with more conventional approaches 
and her suggestion that' 'the lived significance of other people's concerns should 
be granted as much primacy as those other approaches" (Wikan 1990:xxiv). 

Herdt and Stoller (1990) have also drawn attention to anthropology's dis-
continuous interest in subjectivity and urged development of new approaches 
and new rigor. They take the insights of depth psychology and use them to help 
penetrate the secrets of Sambia sexuality and erotics. I, much less methodically 
and almost by accident, found that for Mekeo, dreams provide a (culturally) 
natural context for self-reflection and the examination of inner states and 
feelings. This study cannot pretend to be the "clinical ethnography" practiced 
by Herdt and Stoller. It is the work of a single scholar who has had no training 
in clinical psychology or psychoanalysis; it is not based on formal, clinical, 
interviewing. My approach to subjectivity is ethnographic: my discussions with 
Mekeo concerning their inner experience were directed at eliciting responses 
in their own idiom. My aim was to understand as far as possible their inner 
worlds in their terms. 

Essentially, this is a study of Mekeo cosmology and esoteric knowledge as 
revealed in the lives of actual men and women, both laypersons and ritual 
experts. Dreams, waking visions, and other subtle intuitive states are a key 
focus of attention since they are culturally valued as modes of participation in 
the realm of spirit powers and forces. I also examine how the ongoing events 
of mundane life are seen to interweave with perceptions of a "hidden" world, 
and how particular individuals interpret these circumstances. Descriptive eth-
nography and conventional cultural analysis are thus interwoven with narrative 
accounts of actual events to reveal the interplay between cultural templates and 
lived experience. This began as an investigation neither of esoteric knowledge 
nor of the self; my original intention was to examine dreaming as a mode of 
cultural creativity. Dreams, however, led—by means of a logic it is largely the 
aim of this book to explicate—to deeper understandings of esoteric matters and 
to subtle layers of self-concepts previously unavailable to me. My explorations 
of these topics and their interrelationship are thus grounded in the subjectivities 
of Mekeo men and women as reported to me, producing a largely ' 'person-
centered' ' ethnography, although my intent is equally to locate their discourse 
within a specific cultural context. 
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My task of ethnographic description is greatly complicated by the fact that 
once one gains access to esoteric knowledge and to the private worlds of 
individuals (which is itself no easy matter), the public symbolism and public 
descriptions given of the cosmological order seem to be overthrown. I must 
wrestle with the interpretative problems posed by the seemingly contradictory 
perspectives that emerged from two different phases of fieldwork, one carried 
out in 1969-1971, the other in 1980-1982. The discrepancies were such that 
I might easily have concluded I was initially mistaken on many points; during 
my second extended fieldwork, when I learned the language well enough to 
converse without interpreters and was at last given access to esoteric knowl-
edge, I was able to get the "real" picture. Here I faced the conundrum that, 
on the very points at which my new understandings seemed to confound the 
old, the findings of two other comprehensive and in-depth ethnographies 
(Hau'ofa 1981, dealing with the same cultural group, andMosko 1985, dealing 
with a closely related culture)2 supported my previous rather than my new 
understandings. In understanding Mekeo culture one must pay careful attention 
to those things which are manifest and overt (ofakae) and those which are 
concealed (ogevake). Of the latter, there exist yet further layers—the "secret,'' 
pertaining to esoteric knowledge, and the "hidden," pertaining to the realm 
of spirit forces. The point is not that all cultures have a ' 'front stage" and' 'back 
stage," that which is produced for public view as the ideal and that which is 
in fact done—of course they do. Mekeo epistemology and cultural logic posits 
many layers of things concealed, and according to this cultural logic, one layer 
contains the opposite of another.3 

Describing the nature of this ordering is the first challenge. Part I, ' 'From 
Manifest to Hidden," comprises five chapters. I begin with an ostensibly 
straightforward description of Mekeo society; chapter 1 outlines things that if 
not immediately apparent are at least directly observable. The complexities 
underlying this surface order emerge in chapter 2, which introduces the con-
cepts of ofakae and ogevake. Here I confront not only problems of different 
levels of observation and understanding but also bound up with them questions 
of how one obtains knowledge of things deliberately screened and what the 
consequences of such understanding are. It becomes essential to explain how 
my understandings have changed over time and through the vicissitudes of 
different phases of fieldwork. These issues are the subject of chapters 3 and 4. 
Once the nature of the material being dealt with becomes clearer, problems of 
a more general theoretical nature arise. Having gained access to hidden things 
and to the inner worlds of particular persons, how is one to handle the elusive, 
ephemeral stuff of private fantasy without bruising or destroying its fragile 
tissue? These problems are considered in chapter 5, which also outlines my 
concept of autonomous imagination (Stephen 1989a, 1989c) as a theoretical 
orientation for the discussion of subjective experience to follow. 
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The importance of dreaming as mode of special knowledge is examined in 
part II, "Dreaming and the Hidden Self." Chapters 6, 7, and 8 deal primarily 
with the experience of ordinary men and women who make no claims to 
esoteric knowledge, yet these people reveal a subtlety of self-knowledge and 
an understanding of, and interaction with, the spirit realm that seems to 
confound distinctions between laypersons and ritual experts. 

Part III, "The Sorrows of Knowledge," deals with esoteric knowledge and 
the consequences of possessing it. The system of knowledge and who has 
access to it is described in chapter 9. Variations in ritual practice and the 
distinctive modes of self-awareness developed by adepts are dealt with in 
chapters 10 and 11. The role of the most powerful and feared possessor of ritual 
knowledge, the "man of sorrow," is examined at length in chapters 12,13, and 
14. It is through my encounters with a renowned man of sorrow and my own 
struggles to acquire secret knowledge that I attempt to demonstrate the re-
markable self such an individual achieves. Chapter 15 brings to a close the 
ethnographic data, moving from individual experience back to the potentials 
for self imaged in cultural symbolism. In arguing that Mekeo cosmological 
symbols can best be understood in relation to the self, I return to the apparent 
contradictions between public and private levels of understanding. The final 
chapter reflects on broader comparative issues, drawing out the interconnec-
tions between magic and the self. I conclude that from the perspective of 
autonomous imagination some pragmatic effects of magic become understand-
able as a psychological reality, and that the link between magic and self-
consciousness is not merely the creation of a specific cultural logic but has a 
far wider applicability. 

In reflecting on the "permeable" and "impermeable" selves Mekeo create 
in cultural symbol and lived performance, I suggest that simple dichotomies 
between Western and tribal selves, and assumptions that "individuality" is 
known only in Western cultures, are misleading since they ignore subtle 
continuities of experience and desire that are masked by normative, prescriptive 
cultural representations. I hope to show the rich discourse of subjectivity that 
emerges in Mekeo reflections on dreaming and on hidden aspects of self that 
dreaming reveals. I argue that Mekeo esoteric ritual and knowledge go far 
beyond techniques for merely obtaining power or defending a status quo and 
are no less than the means of creating a uniquely individuated self capable of 
forcing its will upon others. I further show that oppositions such as rational/ 
irrational, instrumental/magical, causation/participation, conscious/uncon-
scious exaggerate differences in modes of cultural knowledge and serve to 
obscure the operation in all cultural productions, be they Western or tribal, of 
a rich vein of imaginative thought—an autonomous imagination—that is nei-
ther introspection nor analysis, yet probably underlies both. 




