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This paper is an attempt to demonstrate the im-
portance of associative reasoning in naming and
explaining illness and applying medicine. By
‘associative’ we mean using connections based on
similarity (metaphors) as well as on contiguity
(metonyms). The main inspiration for writing the
paper was derived from re-reading parts of one of
the most famous but also most reviled books in an-
thropology, The Golden Bough of James G.
Frazer. The ethnographic material presented here
to show the working of symbolic association in
medical thought and action has been taken from
fieldwork carried out by Adéle Meulenbroek in a
Mossi community in Burkina Faso.

Pharmacological and symbolic perspectives

For a very long time, until about two decades ago,
non-western medicines were almost exclusively
studied from a cultural-symbolic point of view.
They were regarded as purely cultural phenomena
with little or no biomedical significance. Their ef-
ficacy was put in doubt most of the time. The
following remark about indigenous (Ndembu)
medicines in Zambia by Vicror TUrNer (1967:
356) is characteristic:

People may ask: “Why do such treatments
continue to be practiced, since it is clear that they
have little empirical derivation and are based on
mystical ideas?” One reason for their persistence
lies, no doubt, in the very fact that they are part of
a religious system which itself constitutes an ex-
planation of the universe and guarantees the norms
and values on which orderly social arrangements
rest.

Where efficacy seemed undeniable it usually
was attributed to placebo effect, based on cultural
context including symbolic meaning.

During the same period western pharmaceuti-
cals were studied only from a natural science per-

spective. Their efficacy was attributed to thera-
peutic properties of the chemical substances in the
drug. The concept of placebo effect was only used
to single out these therapeutic properties.

In reaction to this ethnocentric bias in the
study of western and non-western medicines, re-
searchers started to apply biomedical questions to
non-western medicines. In ethnopharmacology,
which increasingly is being recognised as a
specialisation within pharmacology, scientists
started to take the biomedical value of indigenous
medicines such as plants and minerals more
seriously.

Conversely, other scholars began to take a
more relativist view of western pharmaceuticals.
They acknowledged the gross underestimation of
the symbolic efficacy of biomedicine and became
interested in the social and cultural aspects of
pharmaceuticals. Studies of the placebo effect in
biomedicine appeared in increasing numbers.
Pharmaceutical anthropology, as some of us
called it, had come into being: the anthropological
study of pharmaceuticals, or the study of medi-
cines as cultural objects, in their social and cul-
tural context (VAN DER GEEST & WhHyTE 1988, 1989;
ETxkiN & TaN 1994). The tables had been turned:
indigenous herbs and other medicines were stud-
ied as biomedical substances and western pharma-
ceuticals as cultural products.

In this paper we shall — for a moment — turn
one of the tables again, without returning to ethno-
centrism, however. We intend to describe how
symbolic associations dominate the illness nomen-
clature and etiology and the use of medicines
among Mossi people in Burkina Faso. We are not
suggesting, however, that such symbolic reasoning
does not occur in illness terminology and in the
selection and use of medicines in a western con-
text.




286

GEEST / MEULENBROEK

Fieldwork

The fieldwork on which this paper is based was
carried out by Adele Meulenbroek between
November 1988 and April 1989 among Mossi
people in the Basma region in Burkina Faso. At
the time, Meulenbroek was a medical student with
a great interest in cultural and medical anthro-
pology. Her research was focused on local names
of illnesses and of herbal and other indigenous
remedies (MEeULENBROEK 1989). When we went

ions of those terms we were struck by the abun-
dance of symbolic connections which people made
between illness and medicine. This paper is an at-
tempt to make sense out of that creative urge of
Mossi people to establish metaphoric and me-
tonymic links (see also BonngT 1988).

Metaphors and metonyms

The present popularity of metaphor and metonym
in cultural anthropology is not new. The two con-
cepts — or synonyms of them — appeared in early
studies of magic, one of them being Frazer's
Golden Bough, which was first published in 1890.
Frazer's discussion of magic has been widely
criticised because of his derogatory remarks about
magic as faulty thinking: “a spurious system of
natural law as well as a fallacious guide of con-
duct; ... a false science as well as an abortive art”
(Frazer 1957:15). He refers to “the crude intel-
ligence not only of the savage, but of ignorant and
dull-witted people everywhere” (p. 16). But when
we “clean' his writing from these abusive sneers
we discover a highly imaginitive account of the
working of magical thinking. The following pas-
sages suffice to illustrate this:

If we analyse the principles of thought on
which 'magic is based, they will probably-be.found
to resolve themselves into two: first, that like pro-
duces like or that an effect resembles its cause;
and second, that things which have once been in
contact with each other continue to act on each
other at a distance after the physical contact has
been severed. The former principle may be called
the Law of Similarity, the latter the Law of Con-
tact or Contagion. From the first of these prin-
ciples, namely the Law of Similarity, the magician
infers that he can produce any effect he desires
merely by imitating it: from the second he infers
that whatever he does to a material object will af-
fect equally the person with whom the object was

once in contact, whether it formed part of his body
or not. Charms based on the Law of Similarity
may be called Homoeopathic or Imitative Magic.
Charms.based on the Law of Contact of Contagion
may be called Contagious Magic (p. 14).

Both branches of magic, the homoeopathic

and the contagious, may conveniently be compre-
hended under the general name of Sympathetic
Magic, since both assume that things act on each
other at a distance through a secret sympathy, the

—through the listof “ames-and-people’sexplanat-—"impulse being-transmitted-from-one-to-the-other-by

means of what we may conceive as a kind of in-
visible ether, not unlike that which is postulated
by modern science for a precisely similar purpose,
namely to explain how things can physically affect
each other through a space which appears to be
empty (p. 16).

Homeopathic magic is what we would call
metaphoric, an association based on similarity.
Contagious magic, which is based on some kind of
contiguity, will be called metonymic.

It is striking that Frazer succeeds so well in
explaining “the native’s point of view” while re-
jecting it so squarely. His eloquence in presenting
the magician’s view gives rise to the suspicion that
after all these views were not so alien to the west-
ern scientist. Frazer was able to comprehend and
appreciate them:

Thus the analogy between the magical and the
scientific conceptions of the world is close. In both
of them the succession of events is assumed to be
perfectly regular and certain, being determined by
immutable laws, the operation of which can be
foreseen and calculated precisely (p. 64).

Leévi-Strauss (1962) used the same principles
of resemblance and contiguity to explain the con-
cept of totemism. More recently, several authors
including Lakorr & JounsoN (1980), have.argued
that metaphoric and metonymic associations are
not purely characteristics of magical thinking, out-
side the world of science, but that they constitute
the very stuff of any form of human thinking.
Without metaphors and metonyms we cannot pro-
duce any thought.

Homeopathy

The term ‘homeopathy’ was used by Frazer in his
account of magic based on the Law of Similarity:
like produces like. At first sight, that idea seems to
contradict with the principle of homeopathy as it is
being practiced by followers of Samuel Hahne-
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mann: Similia similibus curantur. 1f like cures
like, like does not produce like but rather destroys
or removes it. At a deeper level of understanding
the two adages do agree however. The homeo-
pathic principle is based on the assumption that
the symptoms of a disease should be regarded as
the symptoms of a body fighting against the dis-
ease. Applying medicine which produces the same
symptoms, therefore, is assisting the body in its
defense reaction to the pathogenic intruder.

This “official' explanation of the homeopathic
principle sounds like an attempt to fit symbolic
therapeutic efficacy into conventional logic, to
take away its magic character and give it scientific
appearance. Hahnemann's exegesis makes the ho-
meopathic practice intellectually acceptable. It is
doubtful, however, that many people who use ho-
meopathy are familiar with this explanation. Most

- of them are likely to use homeopathy because they
have heard or experienced that it works, though
they do not understand its working.

The Mossi material suggests that people rather
spontaneously group together what is similar or re-
lated in terms of contiguity, which is nearness in
place, time, or any other respect. Frazer's concept
of ‘sympathetic’ magic seems applicable. People
tend to attribute causal principles to similarity and
contact though they may not be able to account for
their working in precise terms. Similarity and con-
tiguity, we shall argue, and illustrate with some
examples, are magnets which attract classification
and causal reasoning. In a variation on the well
known adage Post hoc, ergo propter hoc one
could say: Sicut hoc ergo propter hoc and Ad hoc
ergo propter hoc (Like it / near it, therefore: be-
cause of it).

Metaphoric and metonymic principles in

Mossi illness taxonomy and etiology

One way to bring some order in the many illness
terms used by Mossi is to distinguish between
terms which describe the illness, terms which ex-
plain the illness, and terms which point forward to
the treatment that will be applied. Fainzanc (1986:
51-66) used these three categories in her study
among the Bisa in Burkina Faso (dénomination
descriptive, dénomination causale, dénomination
curative). Interestingly, both ‘literal’ and meta-
phoric / metonymic references cut across these
three categories. Descriptive terms, for instance,
refer to parts of the body affected or to the effect

of the illness, but they may also contain a phonetic
imitation of a symptom or relate the (symptome of
the) illness to an object, a tree or an animal on the
basis of similarity or contiguity. Such mixtures of
‘literal’ and ‘associative’ occur also in the other
two categories. We shall first provide some ex-
amples which show the mixed character of the
three categories and then concentrate on three spe-
cific illness terms to highlight metaphoric and me-
tonymic movements in Mossi illness nomenclature
and etiology.

Descriptive illness terms

1. Literal

— Pu-zabre = stomach ache (puga = stomach /
belly; zabre = pain).

— Zu-longo = illness of baby with a fallen fontanel
(zugu = head; longo = hole).

— Goeem bdaga = Illness which results in much
sleeping (gdeem = sleep; bdaga = illness).

2. Metaphoric

— Bi = illness resulting in pimples, probably mea-
sles (bi = seeds of oseille bush): the pimples re-
semble the seeds.

— Liuula = illness with convulsions (livula = a
bird): the convulsions are compared with the quick
movements of the bird.

— Nao-gada = illness resulting in foot wounds
(naore = feet; gada = string/bandage): strings are
used to bind the front legs of a donkey to prevent
it from running away. The strings often cause
wounds which are similar to wounds caused by
this disease.

3. Metonymic

— Ydg-zugu = pains in the forehead, migraine
(ydka = antilope; zugu = head): the pain is most
intense in the morning and late afternoon, periods
when the antilope is most active.

— Yebga = pains in head, ears and eyes (yebga =
crocodile): the illness occurs in the wet and cold
season; the crocodile prefers a wet and cold en-
vironment.

— Ti-suudo = diarrhoea (tiiga = tree; sunge = to
fall): the diarrhoea occurs in the period that the
trees are losing their leaves. A metaphoric con-
nection is also provided: the movement of the fall-
ing leaves is compared with the symptom of
diarrhea.
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Causal / explanatory illness terms

1. Literal
— Sdbga = stomach ache resulting in vomiting, di-
arrthea and dizzyness (sdbga = a tree, Lannea

oleosa): the illness can be-caused by eating the

fruits of this tree.

— Sulga = illness caused by a spider prick; its
symptoms are pimples on the skin but the illness
can also turn inside the body and cause stomach

and stool (sulga = spider).

2. Metaphoric

— Tdodre = an illness which can manifest itself on
the outside by a large furuncle, but ~ in a much
more dangerous form ~ can stay with the body
causing swellings of head and neck (tdo = to
shoot; tdodre = something which is shot): it is be-
lieved that the illness is ‘shot’ at the sick person.

3. Metonymic

— Pondre = children’s illness resulting in emaci-
ation and tiredness, malnutrition (pondre = toad):
it is believed that the illness is caused by an enema
containing a fluid for which grasses have been
used on which a toad has been sitting and / or uri-
nating.

Curative illness terms
In this category it is not possible to distinguish be-
tween ‘literal’ and ‘associative’ terms. Metaphoric
and metonymic connections have already been im-
plied in the proposed treatments to which the
terms refer. ‘

— Na-kuuna = children diarrhea which is treated by
applying an enema. A centipede is placed on top
of the pot in which the enema-fluid is prepared
(na-kuuna = centipede).

— Nao-gada = foot wounds (naore = feet; gada =
strings / bandages): the wounds are treated by put-
ting strings / bandages around it.

— Ti-sundo = diarrhea (Tiiga = tree; sunge = to
fall): the diarrhea is treated by an enema prepared
from the fallen leaves or the bark of a tree which
lost its leaves.

The few examples presented here suggest a clarity
in the distinction of different illness terms which

does not exist in the everyday perception and nam-
ing of health problems. In actual practice people
tend to link descriptive, causal and curative refer-
ences and lump them together. The existing illness
terms have no clear-cut and generally accepted
meanings. - They rather constitute- invitations- for-
improvising exegesis to people who are asked
about their meaning. An illness term which con-
tains a concrete reference to an animal or plant or
to an object in daily life leads informants to link

—acheydiarrhea;-dizzyness-and-white-mucus-in-urine—the-illness-to.that-particular animal, plant or object

by pointing out simiiarity and / or contiguity and
seeking the cause and cure of the illness in the
domain of that same animal, plant or object.
Waafo, a skin disease, is named after a snake
(waafo) because, as people say, it makes a child's
skin stiff and shiny like a snake's skin. Moreover,
the disease is believed to be caused by the preg-
nant mother's crossing of the snake's trail and it
can be cured with the skin of a snake. This pathol-
ogy and therapy is more pictoral than logical in
the biomedical sense. FRaZER’S (not HAHNEMANN'S)
concepts of ‘homeopathic’ and ‘contagious’ as-
sociation are clearly at work in the Mossi nomen-
clature, etiology and therapy: where a metaphoric
or metonymic link is perceived between illness
and something else, a causal connection is as-
sumed. Three more elaborate examples may il-
lustrate the rich and ‘untamed’ character of Mossi
illness associations: rasem-piungo, nao-gada, and
kudgu.

Rasem-piungo is an open space in the land-
scape, a spot where nothing grows. The term is
also used for a children’s illness which has as its
most prominent symptom that the child loses hair.
Biomedical observers suspect that the illness is a
fungus infection (Tinea capitis). Obviously, the

origin of the term rasem-piungo is metaphorically

descriptive. The child's bare head is compared
with the bare spot in the landscape. But this is
only the beginning of the associative ramification.
Asked about the cause of the illness people are
‘taken in’ by the concreteness of the metaphoric
picture and start to seek for causal explanations in
the ‘real’ rasem-piungo: sicut hoc ergo propter
hoc. Some say that during her pregnancy the
mother has walked over an empty spot in the land.
After its birth the baby started to develop the signs
of rasem-piungo. Others suggest that the child it-
self has walked over the spot. In both explanations
the metaphoric relation has turned into literal
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truth. The free association has been ‘naturalised’,
imprisoned in the factuality of natural conditions.

A similar process takes place in people’s
reasoning about appropriate treatment of the ill-
ness. Again the metaphoric comparison proves its
powerful hold over people’s imagination: the
treatment too is related to the natural rasem-
piungo. People advise to treat the illness by mix-
ing some soil from a rasem-piungo with water and
smear it on the head of the patient.

Finally, the metaphor extends its influence to
preventive measures. Pregnant women are warned
to avoid bare spots in the land and mothers are ad-
monished to keep their children away from such
places in order to prevent rasem-piungo.

Nao-gada is an illness which causes sore and
stiff feet and may also lead to wounds on the feet.
Biomedical observers identify the illness as syno-
vitis, arthritis and rheumatism. As we have seen
above, some explain the name of the illness (‘feet
strings’) with a reference to the ropes which are
tied around the front legs of a donkey and which
cause sore spots and wounds. Others say that the
term means that the one suffering from nao-gada
cannot walk, like the tied donkey.

Informants did not know what caused the ill-
ness but questions about therapeutic treatment re-
sulted in an inventive analogy. Strips of animal
skin, which traditionally are used to pack salt
when it is transported, are tied around the feet.
The therapeutic analogy is that although the strips
have remained around the salt blocks for a long
time (the salt comes from far), they will eventually
be removed when the salt is unwrapped and sold.

It is hoped that in a similar way, the illness will go
away from the feet, when the strips are removed.

Kudgu, which literally means smithy or forge,
is the name Mossi give to an anus prolaps. People
explain this name by remarking that one gets this
disease when one steals something from a black-
smith, e.g. sorghum from his field. To prevent
stealing blacksmiths tend to bury pieces of the
pebga in their field. Pebga is part of the black-
smith's armamentarium (see figure) and has the
shape of the anus. In addition, the movement of air
through the pebga is compared with the passing of
stool through the anus.

Treatment of the illness kudgu takes place in
the kudgu. A child suffering from kudgu is placed
upon the anvil and receives ro (a kind of food)
which has been prepared on the fire of the kudgu.
If this does not help, the blacksmith takes the hot
pebga and holds it a few times near the prolapted
anus.

Blacksmiths have a special relation to prob-
lems of illness and are socially very powerful. A
conflict with a blacksmith is likely to result in
sickness, but they are also able to repair social
conflicts and restore health.

Conclusion

People’s own interpretations of names, causes and
treatments of illness reveal a strongly metaphoric
and metonymic style of reasoning. Cause, effect
and cure are often grouped together around power-
ful concrete images derived from everyday life
such as tools and other objects of daily use, plants
and animals. These concrete images are ‘good to
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think’ in the sense that they do not only help to
name and classify the illness, but also provide the
‘stuff’ for its causal explanation and cure. Mossi
associative reasoning amply demonstrates the ap-
propriateness of Frazer’s concepts of homeo-
pathic and contagious ‘magic’. The existence of a
concrete point of metaphoric or metonymic refer-
ence has a magic hold over etiological and curat-
ive beliefs. People are not so much concerned with
the discursive logic which dominates biomedicine.
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