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Bewitchment Narrated: A Critique of Two Approaches
to Apparently Irrational Beliefs

§i B <4
Kiyoshi Umeya

The aim of this article is to criticize two distinctive anthropological styles of analysis.
When trying to explain “other” (what it might mean) cultural phenomenon and discourses,
the anthropologist who is preoccupied with predisposed concepts need to use “reflexive”
methods of interpretation, and by doing that, will not produce misinterpretation of the
discussed phenomenon. In Sado island, Niigata prefecture, animals which we call racoon
dogs (“tanuki”) are called “tonchibo” (literally meaning witty Buddist monks, or children
of wit) or “mujina”, and are thought to possess mystical powers. Natives in Sado island
distinguish “tonchibo” from racoon dogs by certain features, “tonchibo” are taken to posses
and bewitch natives, not only to do harm but also good. If we limit our analysis to the
case of bewitchment, roughly speaking, the typical plot of the native’s discourse is that
of a native meeting a person while walking along a narrow, winding, lonely path at the
boundary of the village. The person who was thought to be a “tonchibo”, does not have
any evidence to be decided like that and any marked features, It shows contradictions
according to our formal or propositional logic. But it is true that story is believed by
natives without any proof.

Although such magico-religious narrated beliefs which attack our propositional logic,
(apparently irrational beliefs) have been interpreted in various ways. [n this essay |
grapple with only two approaches. Some writers have thought themselves able to make
comparalive judgements as to the degree of rationality or irrationality manifested in these
beliefs. Others have asserted these beliefs as an explanatory systems of events.

My criticism of the first approach, is related to the character of anthropological work.
Anthropologists usually select a field of research which has different manners and customs
from their own. Anthropology is intrinsically and historically based upon curiosity about
manners and customs which have aspects of “other-ness”. In other words, anthropologists
are interested in native styles of lives because they are different from their own. Through
the process of anthropological work, and interpretation, that unfamiliar data becomes (or
is believed to come to be) intelligible to us. In this process the concepts which are used
to explain cultural differences gain new kinds of implications and new usages. Anthro-
pological work is inevitably reflexive, and thus, any kind of predisposed judgement obsessed
with a priori categories cannot be applied.

To the second type of approach, I put an emphasis upon native's attitude which does not
consist of the possibility to present any questions or demand any explanations to do with
the discourses. Discourse on “tonchibo” is, like other discourses on magico-religious beliefs,
a kind of idiom, (can we call this ethnomethod?) a way in which the native’s construct
their everyday reality, which is flexible due to the fact that they cannot doubt the “fonchibo”
belief. It is a typical plot of narrative aspects in the given societies.

To conclude, the above two approaches are misleading on the point of ignoring the
undoubtable character of beliefs. Beliefs are characterised by a priori elements, and thus,
cannot be changed according to a posteriori experiences.
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