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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION
An Historical Review of the Contributions of
Erika Bourguignon To Cross Cultural Psychology
By
Janet Angela Escoffery
Doctor of Psychology
Miami Institute of Psychology
of the
Caribbean Center for Advanced Studies
1999

Mariano Alemany, Ph.D., Chairperson

This dissertation examines the life and writings
of cultural anthropologist Erika Bourguignon relating to
altered states of consciousness and possession trance
states. Her unique body of work on this topic is widely
quoted in the psychological literature in reference to
dissociational states.

The evolution of the study of history in psychology and
the unfolding of interest in cross cultural issues are
addressed to provide the historical and cultural context
within which this study is placed. At present, there 1is
renewed interest in the dissociative disorders and we are
indebted to psychological anthropology for much of the
current understanding of altered states of consciousness.
This debt is acknowledged.
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Erika Bourqguignon is a well renowned psychological
anthropologist and educator. She was born in Vienna, Austria
as Erika Eichorn, and came to the United States at the time
of the Anschluss. She was educated at Queens College in New
York and received her Ph.D. at Northwestern Unversity.
Fieldwork took her to Haiti in the 1940s under the direction
of M.J. Herskovits. Her observations of possession and
trance states during her stay there led to the obtaining of
a National Institute of Mental Health Grant. The result was
a cross cultural, global study of the occurrence of
Dissociational States. It is to this landmark project, and
it’s aftermath that we are indebted.

A brief review of the literature on altered states of
consciousness prior to Bourguignon’s work establishes the
conceptual framework that existed when she began her task.
Following this, a review of her writings relating to
possession, trance, altered states and dissociative
phenomena is undertaken.

Primary sources used for this study included
Bourquignon’s books and articles published from 1954 until
the present. The other primary source of information was Dr.
Bourguignon herself who graciously communicateted with me
over a period of several months. Secondary sources of
information regarding Vienna at the time of the Anschluss
were obtained from general reading on that topic.
Supplementary reading on Austrian history, the holocaust and

X
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the Jewish exile experience served to enhance the backdrop
to Bourgquignon’s life. Additional secondary sources were
obtained form the archives at Ohio State University and
provided a chronicle of Dr. Bourguignon’s career at that
institution from Instructor in 1947 to Professor Emeritus in

the Department of Anthropology in 1999.
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"We do not suffer from illusions of grandeur thinking
that history begins with us.”

Vygotsky, 1982.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

The objective of this study is to examine the life and
writings of cultural anthropologist, Erika Bourguignon, and
to explore the impact that her findings have made on the
evolution of psychology in the late 20th century. In order
to place her contribution in it's appropriate context, a
brief review has been done of the emergence of both
historical psychology and cross cultural psychology as areas
for study and research. The main thrust of Bourguignon’s
work has revolved around altered states of consciousness,
encompassing both, trance states and possession states. A
brief historical review of anthropological works has also
been undertaken. These works pertain to trance and
possession states and form a backdrop for the current base
of knowledge in the area. In addition, I have also
summarized the rise and fall of interest in altered states
and other dissociative phenomena in psychology.

Psychology is a centuries old science, but as a formal
discipline it is a relative newcomer, being little more than
100 years old. This field has not evolved in a vacuum and
the scholars who have created it hail from myriad
disciplines: philosophy, theology, anthropology and medicine
to name but a few. Benjamin (1988) states that it is the
product of "complex forces within psychology as well as the

cultural, political, economic and geographic forces external
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to psychology™.

During the past 38 years interest has grown in the area
of historical research. Prior to the 1960's there were few
works and limited interest in the field. In 1929 Boring
published his classic text A _History of Experimental
Bsychology. Following this milestone, occasional courses in
the history of psychology began appearing in university
curricula. But the current momentum was ushered in during
the 1960's with the founding of the Journal of the History
of the Behavioral Sciences. During that eventful decade
also, the largest collection of unpublished psychological
works was assembled at the University of Akron in Ohio as
the Archives of the History of American Psychology
(Wertheimer, 1980). In 1965, Division 26 -~ The Division of
the History of Psychology was approved by the American
Psychological Association. In addition, 1967 saw the
establishment of the first doctoral programs dedicated to
the history of psychology at the University of New Hampshire
and at Carleton University in Canada. In 1968 Cheiron: The
International Society for the History of Behavioral and
Social Sciences was formed to promote international
cooperation in pertinent historical studies. Since that
time, course work in the history and systems of psychology
has become a requirement in accredited graduate programs in

psychology across the country. Most recently, in February of
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3
1998, Division 26 launched it’s own official journal History
of Psychology confirming the continued growth in this field
of research.

There are several approaches to the study and
presentation of history. Viney (1993) discusses history in
terms of chronological and narrative components while Brozek
and Pongrantz (1980) describe the "biographical,
descriptive-analytical, quantitative, social and socio-
psychological”™ factors. This study is based on the premise
that "History is the interpretative study of the human past”
(Viney, 1993, p. 3). It utilizes several elements both
empirical and explanatory in presenting the past. Empirical
data has been gathered by examining articles, letters,
newspapers, official documents and papers to gather
information. This data has been interpreted in narrative or
explanatory form in the light of present events in the field
of cross cultural psychology.

The psychological literature reveals several rationales
for historical studies. The range encompasses avoidance of
the errors of the past; assistance in the solution of
current problems; insight regarding the course of future
problems as well as an experience in enrichment and
"wholeness™ for the new psychologist (Wertheimer, 1980).
Helson, in his article What Can we L.earn From the History of

Psychology? stresses the importance of learning "the driving

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



4
power of ideas, concepts, and theories”, the joy of reading
history for it's own sake and the experience of being in
tune with the socio-cultural events of our own time. All are
valid motives; however, the major thrust of this study lies
elsewhere. Sarup (1978) in discussing the historical
antecedents of psychology refers to "anticipations"™ and
"foundations"” as ideas or works that foreshadow later
concepts and theories. Additionally, Pongratz (1980) in Ihe
Roots of the Growth of Science acknowledges the obligation
that scientific psychology owes to advances in neighboring
sciences. This study then seeks to address the debt owed to
psychological anthropology in the growth and development of
a cross cultural perspective in psychology.

The concept of "culture" has long been recognized in
history and the social sciences. However, as with many other
complex concepts, no one definition is widely accepted.
Historians maintain that interest in culture began with the
first writers of history. Scholars of the behavioral
sciences have various perspectives on their view of
culture. For anthropologists, from the outset, culture has
been at the core of their discipline. Sociologists are more
concerned with complex modern societies. Psychology, on the
other hand has been relatively delayed in attending to
cultural variables due to a tradition that held that its

major function was to formulate laws that would hold for
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all individuals regardless of origin. This divergence in
outlook then has led to several definitions. Anthropologists
Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952) suggest that:

culture consists of patterns, explicit and implicit, of

and for behavior acquired and transmitted by symbols,

constituting the distinctive achievement of human
groups, including their embodiment in artifacts; the
essential core of culture consists of traditional

ideas and especially their attached values. (p. 181)

An equally influential definition proposed by
Herskovitz (1937) states that culture is "the man-made part
of the human environment." Triandis (1972) makes a further
distinction between physical and subjective culture: the
former includes the man-made environment while the latter
comprises people's response to the same in the form of
values, attitudes and roles.

Geertz (1973) in The Interpretation of Culture goes a
step further adding the concept of "symbolic form" to his
definition. His definition captures the flavor of much of
current cognitive cross-cultural research:

culture denotes an historically transmitted pattern of

meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited

conceptions expressed in symbolic form by means of
which men communicate, perpetuate and develop their

knowledge about and attitudes toward life.
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As the concept of culture has been defined and
redefined to include many of the major influences on human
behavior it would stand to reason that this area would have
been a prime area of study from the beginnings of
psychology. This was not the case. Although scientists in
other fields have long recognized the need for such a
specialization it has evolved in fits and starts. In the
1930's Malinowski (1931) wrote:

between the spheres of psychology and anthropology,

there is today a No-man's land. Whether or not this

will ever be claimed as a special branch of science, it
must for the present be filled by workers in both
fields making excursions toward the other's province.

Nor should the serious worker in either field ignore or

resent such excursions, for they may have much value

for him in indicating new lines of research. (p. xi)

Paradoxically, while "culture”, as a domain of study in
psychology is a relative newcomer, Wundt already recognized
it in Germany as early as 1888 in his publication
Volkerpsycholagie, He devoted ten years to the development
of his cultural psychology and considered it central to the
field. He felt that individual psychology was not sufficient
to explore higher mental processes, because these depend
upon the collective human experience. His perception was one

of mutual interdependence of individual psychology and
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Volkerpsychologie: "only the individual psychology and
Volkerpsychologie together constitute the whole of
psychology” (Wundt, 1908, p. 228).

In spite of the role attributed to Wundt as the
"grandfather”™ of psychology, this large volume of work made
little impact on American psychology. In proof of this fact,
Schultz (1992) refers to a survey of ninety years of
articles published in the American Journal of Psychology.
Less than four percent of the citations of Wundt's works
referred to Cultural Psychology while more than 61 percent
of the references relate to his Principles of Physiological
BPsychology. As psychology struggled to become a science in
the tradition of the natural sciences, the laboratory became
the site for investigation of behavior and the socio-
cultural context was placed at the periphery of study.

The political and intellectual climate of the early
twentieth century had a strong orientation toward bioclogical
explanations of group differences. The orientation toward
different “races” with separate origins emphasized
differences rather than similarities. In this climate,
cultural variations were treated as manifestations of
inferiority due to race difference. In spite of this, a few
early pioneers undertook studies that addressed cultural
variables.

Early in this century Sir Francis Galton was the
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8
originator of the study of psychological differences between
individuals and groups entitled Hereditary Genius. Working
at the same time was William Rivers, an experimental
psychologist at Cambridge. He joined the Cambridge
Anthropological Expedition to the Torres Straits in 1898 and
undertook the first systematic study of "primitives" by
psychological methods which was published in 1901.

During the first half of this century scattered studies
were conducted in several countries (e.g., Africa and
India), but their focus was not comparative. In Latin
America, the main impetus for cross cultural studies came
from the foundation in 1951, in Mexico, of the Inter-
American Society of Psychology.

In the United States, World war II and its aftermath
stimulated interest in the characteristics of other nations
both allied and enemy. The 1960s saw an expansion of outlets
for publication of cross cultural studies including the
Journal of Social Psychology, and the Internmational Journal
of Psychology. In 1970 the Journal of Cross Cultural
Psychology appeared, and in 1972 the International
Association for Cross-Cultural Psychology was established.
Thus, by the mid 1970s the field had officially "arrived" as
a sub specialty of psychology.

Throughout it's protracted birthing process, cross-

cultural psychology has inherited much from psychological
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anthropology. The field of anthropology has seized upon and
accepted psychological concepts in order to enhance it's
work, however, this acceptance has not been reciprocated.
Jahoda and Krewwer (1997), state "few psychological texts
cite any anthropological work, and though the contributors
fail to mention it, this also applies largely to texts in
cross—-cultural psychology"”. In his article reviewing the
foundation and subsequent thirty year history of the IACCP,
Jahoda (1997) recalls that the burgeoning interest in
‘culture’ was spawned by the post war revulsion against
racism; the process of decolonisation; interest in social
change and the legacy of the culture-and-personality school
of anthropologists starting with Boas in the 1920s and on
through Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict.

A review of the literature on altered states begins
with the classic work on Possession by Oesterreich, first
published in 1921. In this work he carefully describes and
analyzes dissociative phenomena starting with cases from the
gospels forward to the early twentieth century. He defines
the universal features of possession and formulates two
categories, the somnambulistic and the lucid. There are
several differences between these. In somnambulistic
possession the individual loses consciousness of self and
speaks with the voice of the intruder, whereas in the lucid

form the individual retains awareness of self but is
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conscious of ‘a spirit within his own spirit.’ Oesterreich
(1921) . He makes further distinctions between spontaneous
and artificial possession. In the spontaneous form
possession occurs without the compliance of the individual
while the artificial kind involves a voluntary mental
technique which starts and ends at will. He speaks of a
third basic and important differentiation between the overt
and latent forms. Possession is overt when the possessing
spirit speaks spontaneously through the mouth cf the one
being possessed. In latent possession the person is unaware
of being possessed and may manifest symptoms of physical or
mental disturbance.

Oesterreich looks at possession in wide ranging
cultures and traces it’s history from antiquity to modern
times. He also reviews religious and political attitudes and
concludes by asserting that ‘The foregoing documents have
placed beyond doubt the wide distribution of the phenomena
of possession over the habitable globe’ (Oesterreich, 1921).

During the 1940’s Alfred Metreaux spent time in the
Republic of Haiti doing anthropological fieldwork. His
resulting work, ¥oodoo in Haiti has become a classic
document describing not only the complex beliefs and
practices of Voodoo but also a record of the rituals
involving altered states of consciousness.

He explores the relationship between spirits and men
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and indicates that possession and trance are common.
Possession by a loa (god or good spirit) is sought after and
considered desirable while possession by evil spirits is
not. He points to an element of the theatrical in the trance
behavior witnessed in ceremonies but indicates that they are
no less real for being ritualized and formalized. Here
trance and possession take place both in private and in
public and are an accepted part of life. He notes several
functions of trance including escape from unpleasant
situations, avoidance of responsibility for actions,
submission to masochistic tendencies and last but not least,
pleasure.

In addition to his meticulous descriptions, Metreaux
also explores various psychological explanations for these
behaviors. He notes that ritual possessions are often
attributed to hysteria and that there is a strong component
of histrionics and exhibitionism present. A Freudian
interpretation of repression is discounted because the
subject’s behavior is rigorously laid down by tradition.
Instead of expressing himself the possessed tries to
personify a mythological being whose character is foreign to
him.

Nineteen fifty-one saw the publication of the renowned

work on trance by Mircea Eliade titled Shamanism: Archaic

Technique of Ecstasy. He covers the entire phenomenon of
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shamanism and places it within a religious context.
Shamanism is primarily a religious phenomenon of Siberia and
Central Asia and utilizes trance (ecstasy) as a way to soul
travel. He points out that shamanism and possession have
much in common, trance being the most obwvious. However, the
difference here is that in possession trance one is occupied
by some spiritual entity, while the shaman’s trance is
perceived as a journey undertaken in the company of spirits
that he embodies. In other words he possesses the spirits
and uses them for his wvoyages.

Other works, not exclusively dedicated to altered
states of consciousness, but important to this historical
framework were also in existence at the time Dr. Bourguignon
began her fieldwork. Sir Edward Burnett Tylor was considered
the father of cultural anthropology. His most significant
work, Primitive Culture was published in 1871 and even
served to influence Darwin’s theory of biological evolution.
However, in 1958, several chapters of this book were
reprinted under the title of Religion ip Primiftive Culture.
His discussion of religion is generally considered to be his
most signal contribution to anthropology. In it, he proposes
‘animism’, a belief in spiritual beings, as the most basic
or earliest form of religious belief. Possession and trance
behaviors he ascribes to those lowest on the social

evolution scale. He refers to possession as “the dominant

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



13
theory of disease and inspiration among the lower races” (p.
210), and concludes that they are gradually superseded when
medical knowledge improves. He admits that the symptoms
‘Hysteria and epilepsy, delirium and mania, and such like
bodily and mental derangement still exist’, but he concludes
that in the ‘civilized world’ the ‘physician reigns in the
stead of the exorcist’.

When physician, William Walters Sargant (1957), wrote
Battle for the Mind, his interest in disease focused on
brain washing and conversion. He had done extensive research
in World War II on battle fatigue and post traumatic stress
symptoms. This led him to look at similar processes taking
place in religious conversion, spirit possession, political
conversion and the consultation of oracles in ancient times.
He adapted a Pavlovian stimulus/response perspective in
looking at these phenomena and proposed that extreme
emotional stress could ultimately lead to a breakdown or
loss of previous conditioning. In this state the mind is
susceptible to increased suggestibility and ‘supposed’
religious possession may occur. He also makes note that
trance may be self induced or become “a conditioned pattern
of brain activity” (p. 115). In his view, trance has not
only been utilized by religions to indoctrinate believers
but is also used in the political arena to achieve

compliance with the current dogma.
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Several authors have looked at these important works
and debated the mental health of those involved in
possession and trance behaviors. Their opinions range from
Deveraux’s (1970) diagnoses of ‘serious neurosis or even a
psychotic in a temporary state of remission’ to Herskovit's
opinion which considers trance ‘a normal cultural phenomenon
in certain societies.’ In Life in a Haitian Valley (1937) he
rejects the idea of neurosis as an explanation of Haiti’s
voodoo cult. Instead, he states ‘For in terms of the
patterns of Haitian religion, possession is not abnormal,
but normal; it is set in its cultural mold as are all other
phases of conventional living’. He also addresses what he
terms ‘the compensations’ or secondary gains that accrue to
those possessed, i.e., attention, release from distress and
satisfaction of unfulfilled desires.

These works paint the backdrop for Bourguignon’s work
on altered states and encompass much of what had been
documented on the subject. In effect they are the
forerunners of her wide ranging study on world prevalence of

altered states.
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CHAPTER II
METHOD

Historical research lends perspective to the
examination of current psychological thought by placing it
in the context of prevailing developments in other sciences.
In addition, it reviews the social and cultural milieu in
which these ideas were formulated (Wertheimer, 1980). It's
importance to the field of behavioral research is captured
in Kerlinger's (1973) definition: "the critical
investigation of events, developments, and experiences of
the past, the careful weighing of evidence of the validity
of sources of information on the past, and the
interpretation of the weighed evidence" (Kerlinger, 1973, p.
701). The historical researcher then has much in common with
the task of others in the field, namely the collection,
evaluation and interpretation of data.

Biography has often been the lens through which history
is studied. However the philosophical basis from which it is
viewed has been a subject of controversy in psychology.
Boring (1950) presented the Zeitgeist theory, which focuses
on the spirit of the times as the creative medium for the
evolution of new concepts. The great person theory takes the
contrasting view as stated most aptly by Emerson (1981)
History “resolves itself very easily into the biography of a

few stout and earnest persons” (p. 138). According to this
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perspective with Wundt we have the formal discipline of
psychology, and, with Freud we have psychoanalysis. No
mention is made of the backdrop provided by politics,
science or culture. Thomas Kuhn (1972) poses yet another
view. He likens science to solving puzzles. Each scientist
finds pieces and the objective is to force the findings into
a preformed box or paradigm. However, anomalous findings
that do not fit neatly into the prevailing scheme trigger a
reorganization or paradigm shift. In effect a scientific
revolution occurs in which old perceptions are replaced by
new vision. Bourguignon’s work relating to worldwide
distributions of altered states has prompted just such a
paradigm shift.

In order to accomplish this biographical and historical
study of Dr. Bourguignon’s life and works, we have engaged
in archival research. This form of research has been
described by Hill (1993) with a circular analogy: "In
archival work, what you find determines what you can analyze
and what you analyze structures what you look for"™ (Hill, p.
6) . However, to avoid becoming ensnared in this labyrinth, T
have organized my research by focusing on those of her works
that have contributed to current psychological thought.

Historical research utilizes primary and secondary
sources of information. Primary sources are original

accounts or documents whereas secondary sources are records
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of events which are, at best, one step removed from the
original. If available, primary sources are preferable to
secondary ones as this limits distortion and
misrepresentation of circumstances (Kerlinger, 1973).

The first step in this archival research was a
literature review. In order to do this I have compiled a
master bibliography referencing all published boocks and
articles by Bourguignon. Those works pertaining to
dissociative states and psychological anthropology have been
reviewed.

A master biography file was then established to
chronicle Dr. Bourguignon's life, education, career and
accomplishments as a psychological anthropologist (See
Appendix A). This facilitated the identification of life
situations and events that have had a significant impact on
her work.

I have also compiled a citation index of the authors
who have influenced her major works (See Appendix B).
Additionally, a progeny listing has been compiled to
indicate the vast number of authors in all of the social
sciences who have been influenced by her works (See Appendix
C). All of these listings and indices have been gathered
from the Social Science Citation Index and Science Citatjon
Index.

Additional primary sources of information have been
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obtained from the archives at the Ohio State University
Library in Columbus, Ohio. The library collection is under
the direction of Bertha Ihnat. It contains biographical
files and magazine articles relating to Dr. Bourguignon’s
career at Ohio State University and chronicles her
professional journey from Teaching Assistant through
Professor emeritus. Contact has been made with Dr.
Bourguignon and communication by telephone and e-mail has
lasted for several months. She has been most gracious in her
assistance. She has provided additional biographical
information and generously shared her views on the evolution
of culture bound syndromes in psychology.

Secondary sources regarding the Anschluss and other
historical and biographical information were obtained from
reading biographies and historical accounts of that period.
These works have enhanced the understanding of the cultural
and historical climate prevailing during Dr. Bourguignon's
early life.

All of the above named sources have provided this
researcher with valuable information to present a
comprehensive study of Dr. Bourguignon's life and her impact
on the current thinking in cross cultural psychology and

culture bound syndromes.
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CHAPTER III
ERIKA BOURGUIGNON-HER LIFE AND WORK
1924-1946

Erika Eichorn Bourguignon was born in Vienna, Austria
on February 18, 1924. She was the only child born to Leopold
and Charlotte Eichorn. Her family was Jewish and of
comfortable means. Bourguignon’s father was a businessman
and her mother a physician. She attended Chajes Gymnasium -
Vienna’s Jewish university-prepatory, secondary school.
During these years she lived with her parents in an
apartment on Liechtensteinstrasse, around the corner from
Berggasse No. 10, the home of Sigmund Freud. In reflecting
on her memories of Vienna, she indicates that she could see
the trees of the Freud courtyard from her apartment. In her
younger years she was cared for in the afternoons by a
fiercely religigus Catholic nanny while her mother worked.
Erika’s recollections of her Kinderfrau reveal the family’s
philosophical approach: ‘She disapproved of my parents, not
only for being Jewish but also for their lack of religious
observance and their Social Democrat and ‘modern’
attitudes’. In fact she indicates that her father was
scathingly antireligious (Bourguignon, 1996).

Erika’s childhood spanned the period of the ‘Red
Vienna” (1919-1933), under the Social Democratic Regime.

Following the demise of the Hapsburg Empire and the
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tremendous hardship resulting from the Great War, Austro-
Hungarian society found itself in a period of extreme
disruption. In October 1918, the parliament voted to
establish an Austrian state incorporating all districts
inhabited by ethnic Germans, including assimilated Jews and
Slavs. Three political parties formed the new government:
the Christian Social Party, the Social Democratic Workers
party and the German workers party. Although the Social
Democratic party was the smallest of the three parliamentary
blocs it had a preeminent role in the government because it
was seen as best able to maintain public order in the face
of the potential for revolution created by the economic
collapse and military defeat. The Jewish community
identified closely with liberalism and socialism and were
therefore social democratic supporters. The other parties
were conservative, anti-Semitic and racist. This ultimately
led to the polarization of the society. However, during the
1920’s and early thirties the socialists controlled Vienna
and implemented an ambitious program of working-class
housing, health schemes and adult education. ‘Red Vienna’
thus acquired a unique reputation in Europe as a time of
stability enabling economic reconstruction and relative
prosperity.

In 1933 Adolf Hitler came to power in Germany. A native

Austrian, he announced his intention of annexing Austria as
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part of his Lebensraum plan for uniting all the German
speaking peoples in Europe. On March 12, 1938, Hitler
arrived in Vienna and on that day Austria ceased to exist as
a political entity. The Anschluss or union with Germany was
greeted with enthusiasm and was approved by plebiscite on
April 10, 1938. During the next several years, practically
the entire Jewish intellectual elite of the country were
expelled or fled in the face of the Arayanization of the
country.

Erika’s parents left Vienna and took refuge with her
grandmother in Belgium. She was sent to boarding school in
Switzerland for three months, while they waited for visas to
come to the United States. Her father had obtained tickets
from Belgium to New York, however the outbreak of World War
II severely limited transatlantic shipping and her stay in
Switzerland extended to one year. Finally, her father was
able to obtain tickets from a relief organization. The
family then traveled to Genoa, which was neutral at the
time, and embarked on the journey that would bring them to
New York in the fall of 1939. Erika was fifteen, and
although sheltered by her parents from the horrible
realities she recalls the fears and anxieties of the trip
and the palpable tension of travelling through U-boat filled
Mediterranean waters.

Her recollection of these early years in New York is of
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anxiety for family members who were either left behind in
Austria or scattered throughout Europe doing menial tasks in
order to survive. America had not yet joined the war and
there was minimal information made available to the public
about the events taking place in Europe. The other
predominant sentiment she recalls, was one of paranoia about
speaking German because of the popular pro Nazi sentiment
prevailing in New York. The immigrant community therefore
felt further alienated by not being able to openly speak
their language. The younger immigrants were quick to learn
and in the ensuing role reversal became the parent figures:;
translating, writing letter etc. This added
intergenerational conflict to the stress of acculturation.

After graduating high school, she attended Queens
College in New York from 1941 - 1945, and obtained her
Bachelors degree. She clearly recalls two main aspects of
her experience during those years. Her first memory is of
not wanting to be identified with the refugee community and
of wanting to be recognized as an American as quickly as
possible. The second memory is of her encounter with
anthropology. She viewed this as a discipline that allows
you to stand back and see what is happening in the present.
In effect it helps to obtain a balanced view of things. She
postulates that this distancing may be one of the reasons so

many exiles went into the social sciences at that time.
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Bourguignon (1991) writes about her teacher and mentor,
Hortense Powdermaker. She was a student of Malinowski and
had a keen interest in psychoanalysis; in addition she was
‘a strong and independent personality’ with strong opinions.
(Bourguignon 1974). It was in two courses offered by
Powdermaker, ‘American Minority Peoples’ and ‘Culture and
Personality’ that Erika’s interest in the field was sparked.
After graduation she continued to correspond with
Powdermaker. When Bourguignon applied for graduate work in
anthropology she recalls her mentor advising her to hedge
her bets by keeping some interest in sociology since ‘there
were few jobs in anthropology especially for women and
Jews’. In spite of this caveat, she went on to the
University of Connecticut for a semester of graduate work
and then to Northwestern where she gained her Ph.D.

During the summer of 1945, while at the University of
Connecticut, she undertook a research study on the drinking
patterns of the New Haven Jewish community. She then went to
Northwestern to work under cultural anthropologists A.I.
Hallowell and M.J. Herskovits. In the summer of 1946 she did
field work at the Lac de Flambeau Indian Reservation in
Wisconsin. In preparation for fieldwork she obtained
training in Rorschach test analysis by attending the
Rorschach Summer School. At the end of 1946 Professor

Herskovits received a grant from the Carnegie Corporation to
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do research in Haiti and he suggested that Dr. Bourguignon
go because of her knowledge of French. It was during this
year in Haiti that she became acquainted with possession
trance behaviors.

1947 - 1960

On her initial trip to Haiti in 1847, Erika’s main
focus was a broad, open-ended ethnographic study. Prior to
this time, relatively little fieldwork had been done in
Haiti. There were anecdotal and sensationalistic accounts of
Haitian life and customs written during the American
occupation from 1915 - 1934. In 1937 Professor Herskovits
had published Life in 3 Hajtian Valley, a study of the
village of Mirebalais. His great interest in African studies
has taken him to observe Afro-Americans in Surinam and
fieldwork in West Africa. He was impressed with the
continuity that Haitian culture showed with ancestral
African traditions. Although puzzled about the phenomena of
spirit possession the approach taken to this field work was
open-ended and ‘not that of problem oriented research’. It
was felt that focused research would limit the attention of
the researcher to selected aspects of culture and the
possible neglect of others. Therefore data collection was
open. It was organized and categorized after the fieldwork
was complete (Bourguignon, 1978). From this scattered and

unsystematic collection of data came a doctoral dissertation
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and several articles on the cognitive and behavioral
environment including the class structure, dream
interpretation, folk beliefs and a collection of Rorschach
protocols. When analyzed, these early works fall into three
major and recurrent themes. One theme revolved around the
hierarchical universe that pervaded all levels of Haitian
society. She describes the two major social groupings, the
‘elite’ and the ‘masses’ and their attitudes toward each
other. There are no equals. In all spheres, be it political,
economic, familial or cult group there are superiors and
inferiors (Bourguignon, 1952). A Second theme of disguise
and transformation appeared in her analysis of Rorschach
protocols (Bourguignon, 1955). She noticed that this theme
was borne out in ritual possession behavior, which
transformed a person’s internal and external existence. This
theme of transformation was also observed in an analysis of
dreams and was apparently related to anxiety about the
dangers of the world (Bourguignon, 1954). A third,
aggressive oral, theme was perceived in her analysis. This
is most clearly seen in relation to folk beliefs relating to
cannibalism and zombis and refers to eating i.e., feeding
the spirit or being fed or nurtured by them (Bourguignon,
1959).

Having observed these themes emerging from her data,

Bourguignon then turned to the question of how they might
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serve to clarify our understanding of the widespread
possession trance behaviors observed. During this time frame
she gained her doctorate, and in January of 1949 became an
Instructor in Anthropology in the Department of Sociology at
Ohio State University in Columbus, Ohio. She continued in
this position until 1956 when she was named assistant
professor. She held that position until 1960 when she was
named associate Professor. In the 50’s she continued to
analyze the data from her Haitian experience using it as raw
material for her seminars with graduate students. During
this decade, while she was concerned with establishing her
academic career, several works were published that served to
maintain her interests in this subject. In 1957, Sargant
published his work Battle for the mind in which he noted the
similarity between brain washing and possession experiences.
In a different vein, Metreaux, in 1959 published his study
Yoodoo in Haiti in which he emphasized the theatrical and
histrionic elements of possession phenomena.

During this period also there was concern with the
limits imposed on anthropological research because of
unstandardized reporting methods. In 1954, G.P. Murdock
published an Qutline of World Cultures, which presented a
representative sample of world cultures, organized into
regions. Following this, in 1957 the Horld Ethnographic
Atlas (Murdock, 1957) was published with data on 565

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



27
societies divided into six major ethnographic regions. These
works were destined to revolutionize cross-cultural
anthropological research by bringing order into the masses
of accumulated data. These studies, among others, then led
Dr. Bourguignon to undertake her broad worldwide study of
possession states.

1961 - 1970

In the early 1960’s Dr. Bourguignon continued to
evaluate her Haitian materials and in mid decade she
published an article outlining a theory of spirit possession
(Bourguignon, 1965). This work is based on Professor
Hallowell’s contention that self awareness is a generic
human trait and is both social and cultural in origin. It
considers how the culture serves to maintain personal
identity within the behavioral context. Viewing her Haitian
material from this standpoint led her to look not only at
continuity of personal identity but also culturally
sanctioned discontinuty in the form of ritual dissociation
or spirit possession. In this article she distinguishes
between ‘trance’ and ‘spirit possession’, and points out
that they are not interchangeable. Belief in spirit
possession involves a cultural theory, which may or may not
involve trance. However, trance is a physiologic state
marked by reduced sensitivity to outside stimuli and in

extreme form can resemble coma. She notes that religious or
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emotional trance is called ecstasy. In the Haitian context
then, she perceives these behaviors as self-serving and
self-enhancing in dealing with the rigid positioning in
their hierarchical universe. She suggests that ritual
dissociation might best be understood as ‘dissociation in
service of the self’ and ‘provides the self with an
alternate set of roles, in addition to his everyday
inventory of roles, in which unfulfilled desires,
‘unrealistic’ in the context of the workaday world, get a
second chance at fulfillment’. In this world of poverty and
degradation, dissociation in the form of ritual possession
then provides an outlet and chance for self-fulfillment not
otherwise available (Bourguignon, p. 57). In addition to
clarifying the terminology she choose the term dissociation
as the most neutral with regard to any implication of
pathology. It is here that she postulates for the first time
that dissociational states are to be found in all parts of
the world and possibly in all societies and may in fact be a
part of man’s psychobiologic heritage.

In 1962, as a result of her continuing interest, she,
along with two colleagues, submitted a proposal to the
National Institute of Mental Health to coordinate a cross
cultural study of dissociational states and linked beliefs.
Their intial plan was for a two year library based study but

was extended to five years and included support for several
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field investigations. This work, which came to be known as
the Cross-Cultural Study of Dissociational States, was the
first such broad based study, and it is on this work and
it’s findings that much of our current knowledge is based.

The research proposal outlined the aims of the study
and the anticipated problems. It was noted that although
dissociational states were only discussed clinically in
Western society, in many other societies they were
institutionalized and culturally rewarded. There were no
conventional hypotheses formulated for testing. Instead, it
was suggested that the behaviors in these cultures would
differ significantly from those states involving
hallucinations. The proposal asserted that dissociation was
a species wide phenomenon and the goal of the study
therefore was to map its worldwide distribution.

The first task was an exploratory investigation of the
descriptive ethnographic literature. This wvast labor
revealed data that was scattered and unsystematic and
influenced by bias in both perception and language. During
the five years, over twenty~two hundred sources, in several
languages were investigated. The work required a cooperative
effort to search, assemble, translate and code the material.
In order to establish an outline for assembling this data
several decisions were in order. The first one, a definition

of terms was necessary in order to select material and
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categories for classification.

‘Belief in possession’ was defined to mean that an
individual’s behavior was interpreted by themselves or their
society to be that of another entity. This individual is
seen as a receptacle and is transformed for a period of
time. ‘Trance’ was defined to mean any altered state of
consciousness that served to modify memory, sense of
identity, perception etc. Where these alterations are
culturally interpreted as due to possession they are
referred to as possession trance. If this belief is not
present, then they speak of trance. Societies were then
examined for either or both beliefs.

In selecting societies for study, the literature on
over 1200 cultural sub units was examined. Of these, 488
societies were chosen as a representative sample of those
included in Murdock’s (1967) Ethnographic Atlas. These
societies constituted the total universe of societies
studied by anthropologists (Bourguignon & Greenbaum, 1968).
The United States was omitted from the sample. This decision
was taken since it was impossible to assign one category to
the society in light off the fact that differing beliefs
e.g., Glossolalia and demonic possession exist in certain
subcultural units. Crisis movements were also omitted from
this study. Data was collected but the study was confined to

stable traditional societies.
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The progress of this large body of work made a 1966
Conference on Trance and Possession States possible. It was
held in Montreal and Dr. Bourguignon presented her paper
Horld Distribution and Patterns of Possession States in
which she offered her findings up to that time. Evolving
typologies were presented. These categories were divided
into positive and negatives poles, with the positive
behaviors being sought after and the negative having
pathologic connotations i.e., being caused by or causing
physical illness. Beliefs associated with trance behavior
were divided into ‘naturalistic’ and ‘supernaturalistic’.
The supernatural was further divided into two groups:
possession belief and non-possession belief. Possession
belief was further divided into trance and non-trance
behaviors. She then examined the worldwide distribution of
the phenomena with rather broad strokes. Maps were provided
to visually depict the physical distribution of possession
and trance states worldwide.

While this preliminary data was being accumulated she
was also concurrently reviewing the relationship of trance
and possession trance to dance. In 1968, with the
publication of Trance Dance she traces the history of
European and Asian ecstatic, visionary and curative dance
and it’s relationship to social change. She also reviews the

appearance of possession trance dance in the Americas among
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the descendants of West Africa: in Cuba, Jamaica, Haiti,
Trinidad and Brazil. This wide-ranging and comprehensive
review not only increases ocur knowledge of the worldwide
existence of trance behaviors but also leads to some
intriguing conjectures about dance in our society. She
points out that ecstatic dance expresses some aspect of
society in symbolic terms either by maintaining or modifying
certain conditions of the culture. She contrasts the
ecstatic dance of traditional societies with that of
American teenagers, noting the difference between the group
focus and the more isolated behaviors. She also wonders if
this difference is not indicative of a larger social theme,
one of striving for individuality and independence
(Bourguignon, 1968).

In 1968, the Einal Report: CrossCultural Study of
Dissociational States was presented. It answered the

questions: How widespread are possession beliefs? And how
widespread are trance behaviors in an institutionalized
religious context? According to their data, 74 percent of
the societies have some form of possession belief. The
incidence varied from 88 percent in the Pacific to 52
percent in Native North America. The conclusion was that
these possession beliefs are cultural artifacts and are
therefore not universal. However, with regard to Altered

states of consciousness the answer is that they are
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virtually universal, appearing in 90 percent of the sample.
This 90 percent, in fact, was deemed to be a conservative
judgement because of incomplete reporting in the remaining
ten percent. Possession trance on the other hand was not as
widespread and varied according to region. The reported 72
percent seemed to be associated with traditional societies
of relative complexity. These societies are more highly
differentiated and present a greater number of roles for the
population. Possession trance rituals often take place
within cult groups and may be a reflection of the society’s
social structure. One other finding of note indicated that
men are more likely to seek trance and women to experience
possession trance (Bourguignon, 1972). From these initial
results and after further analysis Bourguignon developed a
model of culturally patterned altered states of
consciousness linking their existence and behaviors with
social evolution (See Tables 1 and 2). At the conclusion of
this research she makes several assertions that are of
importance. She states that a concern with altered states of
consciousness is neither esoteric or faddish, rather, it
sheds light on our universal human nature and the manner in
which we build cultures. She considers their study to have
great relevance to culture change, social and ecological
stress, psychopathology and a variety of other subjects.

The research design and method employed by Dr.
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Occurrence of Culturally Patterned ASC’s

34

Definition Occurrence Social
Characteristics
Trance: 90%
Ritual Use of ASC’s Hunting,
in religous practice gathering,
Eg. Visions, contacts little
with supernatural beings stratification
low political
comlexity
Possession Trance: 74%
Link trance to a belief Agricultural

in spirit possession

Trance & Possession Trance: 65%

Uses both forms of ASC’s

complex, class
structure high
political
complexity

Intermediate
Substinence
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Table 2

social Cl isti { Behavi . { with ASC’

Trance:

Subsisence economy, low accumulation, huntin
and gathering and fishing. Small populations,
lack of political complexity, slavery,
nomadic or semi-nomadic, no jurisdictional
hierarchy.

Behavior: ACTIVE

Direct contact with spirits, active seeker of
spirit, followed by memory, solitary
activity. Typically involves men. Drugs,
sensory deprivation, spirit journey
(physically passive). Secret,
independent:individual may acquire power
through spirit helper.

Possession Trance:

Highly differentiated society, rigidity, high
dependence on agriculture, high social
stratification, high juridictional hierarchy,
structured cult groups.

Behavior: PASSIVE/ACTIVE:

Acting out of spirit roles followed by
amnesia. Actor is passive vehicle for spirit.
Suggestion, dance drumming group atmostphere,
typically involves women. Obedience to
spirits and submission of will.
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Bourguiugnon in this study was originally a simple one.
Basic source material was gathered from the Ethnographic
Atlas as well as societal studies. A representative sample
of 488 was drawn from the 863 societies coded. This data was
then sorted and coded numerically and distributions were
presented in the forms of totals and percentages. This was
done in order to assess regional variables and to simply
quantify the available data. Initially, correlation studies
were not done. However, as the original distributions became
available some hypotheses were posed and correlational
studies were done. All statistical computations were done by
the program ORDMAT distributed by the Human Relations Area
Files (Bourguignon, 1973). In her article Altered States of
- . i thi . L Evoluti ive: P
Holocultural Analysis (Bourguignon, 1977) she details these

and subsequent steps undertaken in this research. Her work
is significant for it’s disciplined methodology combining
both emic and etic classifications and was the forerunner to
other large-scale cultural studies.

Dr. Bourguignon was named professor of Anthropology in
1966. Having presented this report, she continued to analyze
the material and it prompted further studies well into the
1970’s. She continued teaching, with psychological
anthropology becoming her area of specialty, and her name

soon became almost synonymous with altered states of
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consciousness. Her teaching was not confined to the
anthropological field. From 1962 through 1965 she also
lectured at Columbia State Hospital in their psychiatric
training program.

1971 - 1980

In the 1970’s Dr. Bourguignon’s work slowly began to
center on more broad studies of culture and human nature.
However, these works all have the thread of altered states
of consciousness and possession belief running through them.
This was an incredibly active and productive period in her
career. In 1971 she became acting chairman of the department
of anthropology and was formally named to the post in April
of 1972. During this decade also, she authored two books and
co-authored another while continuing her teaching duties.

Early in the 1970’s she turned her attention to
religion: the relationship between institutionalized or
sacred altered states and societal change. One essay on
Afro-American religions looks at the influence of Africa on
religion in the United States as well as Brazil, Haiti, Cuba
and Trinidad. She explores the historical reasons for the
diversity found in religious expression in these cultures
and proposes that the differences may be responsive
adaptations to drastic and harsh life condition peculiar to
each country (Bourguignon, 1970a). She continues this theme

of social adaptation when reviewing ritual dissociation
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beliefs in the Negro Caribbean. An exploration of the
rituals of the lower class populations in Haiti, St.
Vincent, Trinidad, Jamaica leads her to conclude that they
‘provide not only a structured world view but also a system
of defense and attack in an essentially hostile society and
a hostile world’. In effect, they are related to aspects of
social control both historic and current.

Social change continues to be of concern in Religion,
Altered States of Consciouspness and Social Change, a work
co—authored and edited by her in 1973. In her introduction
she refers s to two processes, ‘microchange’ and
‘macrochange’ relating to individual and social change. She
postulates that trance, when linked to possession cults,
provide an avenue for the expression of dissatisfaction in
times of social crisis and may lead to a restoration of
equilibrium on the individual level. As such, altered states
are 'potentially important instruments of social power and
thus, of social change’ (Bourguignon 1973).

In the foreword to Irance, Healing and Hallucination.
Three Studies in Religious Behavior, a work published by

three of her students, she points to the diversity of
possession trance behaviors and the range of societies in
which they exist and insists that these are the norm:’ the
‘odd’ societies appear to be those that have not’

(Bourguignon, 1974a).
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In The Religious Uses of Altered states of
Consciousness she considers altered states within the
framework of modern industrial societies. In these societies
the use of these states appear to acquire a different
significance and characterize the individual rather than the
society as a whole. She looks at crisis cults, Pentecostal
groups, the drug culture and at what appears to be new age
groups and suggests that within this framework, those who
utilize altered states are ‘most alienated from the total
society, most demanding of immediate gratification,’
(Bourguignon, 1974).

In a 1972 publication, she addresses the content of
dreams and combines her theory with that of altered states.
In her view, dreams are culturally patterned with
standardized meanings. Societies use dreaming for varied
reasons; for divination and for the acquisition of power
over the supernatural. This latter is more likely to be
located among the Shamans of North America. She then looks
at Rapid Eye Movement (REM) sleep in which dreaming occurs
and places it along a continuum with REM sleep dreams,
Trance and Possession Trance. She concludes that they are
all culturally patterned, ritualized altered states of
consciousness, and thus need to be addressed not only from
an individual but also a societal perspective (Bourguignon,

1972).
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In the mid 70’s she continued to publish finding from
the original study and in Culture and the Varieties of
Consciousness (1974) she brings together the research on
altered state and looks at the emergence of ASC’s in western
culture in regard to the drug culture prevailing at that
time.

In 1976, Bourguignon published Possession a work that
has become a classic in the field. It is vast and
comprehensive in it’s coverage and is also widely quoted in
the literature. In it she presents, once again much of her
Haitian descriptive material. However, she undertakes a
comprehensiove review on the existing literature on
possession phenomena. She begins with biblical descriptions
and definitions and cites Oesterreich (1966) as well, to
point out that possession involves not only belief but also
physiologic manifestations in terms of sensations and
behavior. She also refers to Charcot’s work in nineteenth
century France and takes note of his reference to the
striking similarity between his hysterical patients with
those of ‘possessed’ person of earlier times. She goes on to
trace the history of modern dissociative phenomena and
public interest by naming several current books and films
dedicated to the topic. Once again she stresses the cultural
element in this phenomenon and turns to present day

religion. She looks at the positive side of possession
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belief in Christianity, namely the idea of being ’filled’
with the Holy Spirit. She contrasts this with the Catholic
practice of exorcism; the belief of Pentecostal and Holiness
churches that illness is of the devil and driving out the
devil is in effect healing the patient. She also charts the
development of modern ‘charismatic’ movements among
Catholics and Neo-Pentecostolists who utilize dance as well
as ‘speaking in tongues’ in their rituals. She perceives
these developments as taking place because of societal
stress. In effect they are ‘a retreat from reason and a
retreat from accepting responsibility for one’s own life
decisions’ (p. 62).

In 1979 Bourguignon published a textbook Rsychological
Anthropology: An Introduction to Human Nature and Cultural
Difference. In this important work she draws on her then,
thirty years experience in fieldwork and teaching to reflect
on the division of cultural anthropology that has come to be
known as psychological anthropology. She acknowledges that
it is an interdisciplinary field that draws much on
psychological works. In addition to the overlap, she
delineates the differences in approach. She notes that
psychologists in the United States are more likely to study
behavior here rather than that of traditional or primitive
societies. However, with the advent of cross-cultural

psychology, this distinction becomes somewhat superficial.
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Psychology concerns itself with similarities in behavior
while the anthropologist concerns themselves with both
comparisons and similarities and with the evolution of that
behavior. The second difference of note involves
methodology. Psychological research, as a rule, tends to be
experimental and statistical in a controlled setting,
whereas the anthropologist works holistically in natural
situations or field research. As a result, when both
anthropologist and psychologist work on what appears to be
the same problem, they are often speaking at cross-purposes.
She perceives a change occurring here with improved
communication between both disciplines. In her section on
perception and cognition she acknowledges and relies heavily
on the work of cross-cultural psychologists
. One chapter of this work is devoted to altered states
of consciouness, and covers much of what has previously been
published. However, she observes that little beyond
speculation was known about the physiologic aspects of
altered states and that several psychologists had chosen
this as a field of investigation: the distinction between
normal waking and altered states.
For the first time, she considers the issue of mental
illness and the culture bound nature of disease and
treatment. She notes that psychiatric disorders exist in all

societies and are recognized as such. However, there are
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important differences in the way in which they are treated
and explained. She looks at the question of deviant behavior
and indicates that behaviors may emphasize stress points in
that particular society. She also raises the possibility of
mental disorders being unique to a particular culture and of
utilizing the knowledge gained by anthropologist in a
collaborative effort against disease. This is a theme to
which she will return in later works.

At the end of the 1970s, she published one other

significant work, Spirit Possessiopn and Altered States of
Consciousness: The Evolution of an Engquiry (Bourguignon,
1978) in which she reviews the history of her research up
till that time. This article condenses much of her research
on altered states of consciousness and presents an amalgam
of the findings. She lists the great number of ethnographic
studies and other large scale studies on the subject that
have come about as the result of her groundbreaking work.
She remarks on the increased interest on the topic as a
result of the widespread ‘drug culture’ of the 60’s and
points out that the comparative anthropological perspective
lends an added dimension and clarity in viewing the stress
of acculturation in our own society.

1980 - 1990

During the decade of the eighties, Dr. Bourguignon’s

focus shifted toward women’s issues albeit remaining within
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her original framework. She began with the volume A _world of
d - Ant! logical Studi £ W in the Societi e
the World (Bourguignon, 1980) which emerged from a course,
of many years standing, taught by her on the Anthropology of
Women. She and her contributors review twelve societies and
look at three central concerns: the economic roles of women,
both public and private; women’s status and the effects of
culture change. Several of their findings challenge a number
of stereotypes and are quite striking. Of particular
importance to this study are the findings that culture
change may reinforce traditional value and opportunity for
creation of a private power network through participation in
spiritist religions.

In 1983 she addresses the interaction of biological and
cultural processes involved in possession trance among
women. Other studies have identified subsistence practices,
stress, pellagra and calcium deficiency as contributory
factors in producing trance behaviors. These are not seen as
competing, but rather as complementary theories.

In 1986, in a tribute to A.I Hallowell, one of her
early teachers, she credits him with being the founder of
psychological anthropology and with being a pioneer in the
field of Altered states of consciousness (Bourguignon,
1986). In 1989, she turns her attention to Multiple

Personality Disorder and its treatment. She presents two
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cases, one of a black woman living in New York and the other
of a Brazilian man living in Sao Paulo. The woman is
diagnosed with Multiple personality Disorder and treated by
an American psychotherapist while the male is treated in a
ritual religious setting in the Umbanda cult in his native
country. Both are treated successfully and she contrasts the
treatment and worldview of the healers in the industrial and
traditional societies. One is considered pathologic; the use
of dissociation or splitting resulting from a developmental
defect of the ego, while the other is considered a ‘real’
entity and is socially encouraged to give expression to this
personality (Bourguignon, 1989).

In 1989, she returns to the topic of trance in
considering the existing definitions and typologies of
trance and shamanism and their impact on cross-cultural
research. Her concern is with having a satisfactory group of
etic terms for use in comparative research. This terminology
would provide similarity without overwhelming the emic
meanings in existence in the cultures being studied. She
reviews the literature on the topic and concludes that the
term ‘shamanism’ is misleading if applied to all ritual
trancers. In her view, the social and cultural context of
the trance and the trancer need to be considered when
attempting a formal typology.

As she approached her sixty fifth birthday in 1989, Dr.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



46
Bourguignon had plans for a well-earned retirement. She had
been teaching and writing for 40 years, received numerous
accolades, including the distinguished Scholar Award and
been instrumental in the launching of several careers.
Sadly, this was delayed when her husband, Belgian artist,
Paul Bourguignon died in 1988. At that time she decided to
continue her active career. Two years later, in 1990 she
retired as Professor emeritus. However, she has continued
teaching on a part-time basis, she advises graduate
students, writes articles and actively attends and chairs
conferences.

1990 - Present

Retirement, not withstanding, she continues to write on
her subject of choice. Her focus has remained on the role of
women, social change and the part played by possession
behaviors. The nineties, thus far, have seen three articles
emerge on the status of women.

In 1992, she continued to explore the aspects of
religion that mediate distress and culture change. She
presents two cases of recent note. The first occurred in
Africa in 1984 and was reported as the formation of a new
possession cult by women who had lost children or been
unable to conceive. The second case hails from Malaysia in
1975. Several ill-treated, female factory workers had been

afflicted by spirit possession, which necessitated the
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closing of their factory. She notes that both cases were
hailed in western psychiatric terms of pathology by the
authorities but were cast in traditional religious terms by
the participants. From her perspective, both social and
personal distress is expressed in traditional terms. She
also observes that religious revival and fundamentalism is
increasing at all levels of society both modern and
traditional. She cites the growth of Christian
fundamentalism in this country, Jewish fundamentalism in
Israel, increased conservatism in Islam and speculates that
fear and dissatisfaction might be the fuel for these
movements. She perceives religion as providing security,
coping strategies and a buffer against mental illness in
these changing times. She acknowledges that religion and its
relationship to mental health is both complex and variable
and suggests that in the face of increasing migration,
development, revolution etc. more research is needed to
evaluate its role. She returns to the concept of syncretic
change to deal with syncretic religions i.e., a combination
of psychiatric and traditional attitudes and treatments
(Bourguignon, 1992a).

At the same time she was also considering the role of
fantasy and culture change in the career choice of women.
Much of this relates to cultural expectations, however, she

speaks of an underlying fantasy in possession trance
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rituals. She sees these cults as being ritualistic and
engaged in symbolic manipulation which has implication for
the individual, the family and the larger society. She
begins to explore the fantasies of power, sexuality and
pregnancy underlying these phenomena. These interpretations
she notes have evolved from years of observation and seem
to take a new, somewhat analytical stance (Bourguignon,
1992b) .

Her third article on women published in 1995, refers to
social change in East Africa but is once again concerned
with the role of possession trance religions. Here, she
poses two questions. She asks if these religions are on the
rise everywhere and if so, why? She also wonders about the
preponderance of women in these religions. In answer, we
find that these religions are indeed on the rise in Africa
particularly in»urban areas where social change is most
accelerated. The response to the second gquestion is more
complicated. The majority of participants in these religions
are women but men are also involved now. She sees
communication as the primary functions here. The spirit in
these trance rituals forms a bridge between the sexes in a
less than equal society. So once again possession religions
are portrayed as agents of social change (Bourguignon,
1995).

Her final work to date that concerns us was published
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in 1994. In it she discusses the shifting interest in trance
over the years. The early works were interested in trance
and it’s connection to religion as a form of worship or
divination. During the past twenty-five years, interest has
shifted to a concern with psychopathology and to the healing
mechanisms of trance religions as well as to the trance
itself as a cathartic or therapeutic process. She notes that
this is a complex topic, ideally suited to interdisciplinary
research as it impacts several dimensions: the
psychological, biologic, developmental, pathologic and
therapeutic to name a few. She proposes further work on
integrative models of trance behaviors, bringing together
work from various disciplines in order to arrive at a
‘universalist approach, leading to an understanding of both
the unity and the diversity of human nature’ (Bourguignon,
1994, p. 309). It is in this regard then, that we look at
Dr. Bourguignon’s work and it’s ongoing contribution to the

evolution of cultural knowledge in clinical psychology.
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CHAPTER IV
CLINICAL CONTRIBUTIONS

In order to fully appreciate Dr. Bouguignon’s
contribution to our current knowledge of culture bound
syndromes, a look at the classification of psychiatric
diagnosis from the historical perspective is in order.

A study of history and of western society shows that
illness is universally experienced. Psychiatric disorders
are ‘human behavioral anomalies that are culturally shaped,
explained and dealt with in terms of established conventions
and meanings’ (Fabrega, 1997). In antiquity, such illnesses
became integrated with general medical complaints. Then, in
medieval times Christian religious elements such as exorcism
were added. Most explanations of illness were functional in
orientation and looked to special characteristics of the
individual. In the mid Seventeenth century under the
influence of Descartes and Newton, this focus shifted to a
mechanistic one in which each organ was felt to affect the
other and, in turn the whole organism; an almost modern
concept. Then in the eighteenth century the brain and
nervous system with ‘nervous fluids, nervous energies and
nervous forces’ (Porter, 1987) were considered the basis for
understanding of disease. In the nineteenth century disease
began to be classified impersonally and biomedically with

descriptions devoid of personal or situational
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characteristics. Thus, the language of psychopathology
became purely phenomenological (Fabrega, 1996). Throughout
this time, there existed no formal classification of mental
disorders. One of the first classifications was made by
Kraeplin, a German Psychiatrist who detailed four kind of
dementia. Although his categorization was not universally
accepted it did point to the need for some such system. In
the United States statistical classifications were
instituted for the censuses of 1840 and 1880. They were
limited in scope with the first containing one category:
idiocy/insanity, and the second containing seven categories:
mania, melancholia, monomania, paresis, dementia, dipsomania
and epilepsy. World war II finally prompted the need for
more comprehensive classifications and in 1952 the first
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual was produced. This
contained a glossary of mental disorders. Over the next
several years, more comprehensive symptom focused diagnostic
categories were added (DSM=IV, p. xvii). Cultural
considerations were not addressed until the advent of DSM=
III-R in 1987, and that attempt was minimal. Dr. Arthur
Kleinman recalls that he was requested make a contribution
to the Introduction cautioning users about the potential
misuse of the classification when applied to ethnic minority
groups. He drafted a letter that was subsequently compressed

into two paragraphs. It is his considered opinion that
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‘Those two paragraphs, in spite of the editor’s good
intention, are symbolic of DSM~ITI-R’s limitations when
applied across ethnic, cultural and international
boundaries: namely, they are too little, too late”
(Kleinman, 1991).

In 1991 when the formal work began on_DSM-IV, the
National Institute for Mental Health supported the Group on
Culture and Diagnosis in an attempt to remedy this lack. The
resulting Cultural Formulation Outline was incorporated into
DSM-IV bring greater flexibility in diagnostic formulation.
Mezzich (1995) the group leader writes about the convergence
between anthropologic considerations of culture and
psychopathology. Their attempt then, set in place a system
that would focus on the cultural identity of the client; the
cultural factors pertinent to the client’s illness; the
client’s personal perspective and the intercultural elements
of the therapeutic relationship. The possibility of a
‘cultural axis ' was considered but discarded. This Cultural
Formulation constitutes a significant innovation in cross-
cultural care (Mezzich, 1995).

Perhaps the rethinking of the concept of culture in
anthropology in recent years has had an even greater impact
on current classifications. The Nineteenth century notion of
culture was racist in tenor, with a strong moral message of

higher and lower levels of civilization displaying either
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enlightened or primitive behaviors. Earlier in this century,
the term culture came to imply a demographic description of
population and often became confused with ethnicity. More
recently, culture was understood as a shared orientation and
set of values about the self, illness and treatment. While
this approach tended to foster cultural sensitivity it also
led to some stereotyping of behaviors.

Contemporary anthropology is now elaborating a more
sophisticated notion of culture. This is the concept that
culture is the process that emerges from daily life. It is
built up of every day patterns, routines, rituals, language
and core value orientation. It is a social phenomenon and
part of the interconnected group encompassing family, work
setting, networks, religious groups and whole communities
(Kleinman, 1996; Lewis-Fernandez 1995). This in turn has led
the cross cultural field into an examination of the
relationship and interconnection between social world and
illness, indigenous syndromes and healing systems. These
factors, resulting in the recent effort to make the DSM-IV
more culturally relevant should have been, in the opinion of
one author, the ’‘central focus of the fourth revision’
(Lewis-Fernandez, 1995). However, the final version of the
DSM-1IV only incorporated a small proportion of the
recommendation with the Cultural Formulation placed in an

Appendix. Several culture bound dissociative and trance
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disorder were also dropped and relegated to the same
Appendix. Apparently, the anthropologic component
characterizing the experience of the person, their family
and social network was not as highly rated by the editors.

Dissociation or trance behavior has a long history in
psychology and anthropology. It has been systematically
studied since the 1770’s when Mesmer devised his healing
system dubbed ’‘animal magnetism’. One of his pupils
discovered ‘magnetic sleep’ when he attempted to heal Victor
Race of a lung infection. He noted that Victor became highly
suggestible, seemed to be able to read his thoughts and
underwent a personality transformation. When he was
awakened, he could recall nothing of what had transpired.
This magnetic sleep would later be called hypnotic trance,
however, the magnetizers called the dual state they
observed, “double consciousness” (Crabtree, 1992). The term
hypnosis was not coined until 1852, but by that time
mesmerism and hypnotism had fallen into disrepute.

Trance states return to focus later in the nineteenth
century in France with the work and observation of Janet and
Charcot. Considered a symptom of hysteria by Janet, trance
phenomena was studied for signs of pathology. Others,
working at the same time disagreed. In the United States
Morton Prince, William James and Boris Sidis held ‘that

dissociation was a normal human function, and that
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multiplicity was a fact of ordinary life’ (Crabtree, 1992).
In Britain, the concept of ‘double consciousness’ was a
well-defined clinical entity of dissociative symptoms.
(Hacking, 1991). Unfortunately their view did not hold due
to the overwhelming influence of Charcot and Janet. Freud
was greatly influenced by Charcot and focused on the
existence of the ‘unconscious’ instead. The rising
popularity of his early work eclipsed the work on
dissociation and changed the focus of enquiry.

At the beginning of the twentieth century interest in
dissociation had waned and it was not until the Vietnam War
when the association between trauma and dissociation was
observed and systematically studied. During the drug culture
of the sixties also there was renewed attention. During the
early seventies and eighties studies of dissociative
disorders and multiple personality disorder started to
appear. This in turn sparked renewed interest and
controversy in and about the phenomena.

During the eighties and continuing into the nineties,
there has been a proliferation of interest in cross-cultural
research and now of clinical applications. New publications
abound on the practice of this discipline. In view of the
fact that the United Sates is becoming one of the most
ethnically diverse societies in the world, this is a timely

situation indeed (Comas-Diaz, 1998).
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The history of Possession trance states in world
literature is widespread. Western sources vary from the
Bible to Greek Mythology and history, to reports of the
Great Witch-Hunt of the Middle Ages to Oesterreich’s classic
work. Much of this tradition is largely negative with regard
to this phenomenon. Non western cultures (which are 80% of
the world and one-third of the United States) (Lewis-
Fernandez, 1992) have an even wider distribution of
possession beliefs and behaviors. Because of this, a
proposal for ‘trance/possession’ disorder was considered for
the previous edition of the DSM but was not adopted. The
academic consensus of the eighties was that possession
syndrome may occur as a symptom of Multiple Personality
Disorder (DSM-III-R, p. 271) with an alternate personality
influencing behavior. Reference is also made to possession
trance being exhibited as part of psychotic behavior.

Recent work in non-western cultures showing the
preponderance of this syndrome over other dissociative
disorders (Lewis-Fernandez, 1992), again promted the
proposal for inclusion of Trance and Possession Disorder in
the DSM-IV. The criteria for diagnosis recognized the
cultural and religious aspects of possession trance and
included the caveats:

the trance or possession state is not authorized as a

normal part of collective cultural or religious
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practice. The trance or possession State causes
significant impairment in occupational or social
functioning, or causes marked distress. (Cardena,
1992).

Once again, consensus could not be reached and the
controversy raged with a series of articles focused on the
question: Are Trance and Possession Disorders? Arguments
ranged from inclusion for the sake of gaining clearer
perspective on ‘human consciousness and personal identity’
(Cardena, 1992) to a suggestion for a new category of
“Trance and Possession Suppression Disorder’ from which a
large part of the West might be held to suffer’ (Leavitt,
1993) . The result was inclusion of Dissociative Trance
Disorder in Appendix B of the DSM-IV under the title of
“Criteria Sets and Axes Provided for Further Study” (DSM~-IV,
p. 727).

It is important to note that concern with possession
phenomena is not of significance only to non-western
cultures. As recently as June 28, 1998, as article appeared
in the Miami Herald entitled: “The Exorcist of Notre Dame:
An Ancient Tradition Flourishes”. It chronicles the history
of possession and exorcism within the Roman Catholic Church.
Currently there are 95 exorcists in France and demand for
their services is at an all time high due to “social and

cultural dislocation” in the opinion of Rev. Claude Nicolas.
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In addition, on January 27, 1999, the New York Times
reported that the Vatican had issued a revision of the
exorcism ritual contained in its Canon Law. This was the
first such modification in two hundred years. It appears
then, that recognition of possession trance phenomena on is
on the rise.

Research on trance continues unabated. Medical
anthropologists are now looking at trance behaviors from
several perspectives. Richard Castillo, a medical
anthropologist began this work in 1990 with his study of
meditation (Castillo, 1990). After several studies he has
come to some interesting conclusions regarding trance. He
views intense focusing to be the physiological mechanism of
trance induction. In reviewing the literature on cognitive
neuroscience he postulates “the organization of culture has
its psychologic;l correlates in the organization of the mid-
brain. Culture specific organizations will exist, not in
gross anatomy, but in the structure of individual neurons
and in the organizational formation of neural networks
(Castillo, 1995). In addition, study of neural netword
plasticity indicate that repetitive use of synapses increase
their functional strength. This would indicate that culture
experience itself reinforces specific neural pathways
(Castillo, 1996). This concept should prove to be of great

importance in the treatment of culture specific illness by
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leading to the incorporation of traditional and modern
methods of therapy.

As previously noted, much of our current attempt at an
integrated cultural approach in psychology is due to
knowledge gained by the anthropologic method. Erika
Bourguignon, in her original groundbreaking study and the
body of work that followed has been instrumental in our
progress. It is to be hoped that as we mature as a
discipline we might be able to remove ‘culture bound
syndromes’ from the Appendix of the DSM and acknowledge them
as cultural patterns of distress. This would be fitting
tribute indeed to the anthropological contributions in
general and Dr. Bourguignon in particular.

As previously noted, much of our current attempt at an
integrated cultural approach in psychology is due to
knowledge gained by the anthropologic method. Erika
Bourguignon, in her original, groundbreaking study and the
body of work that followed has been instrumental in our
progress. It is to be hoped that as we mature as a
discipline we might be able to remove ‘culture bound
syndromes’ from the Appendix of the DSM and acknowledge them
as cultural patterns of distress. This would be fitting
tribute indeed to the anthropological contributors in

general and Dr. Bourguignon in particular.
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