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The laws of symmpathetic magic
APSYCHOLOGICAL ANATYSIS OF SIMILARITY AND
COMTAGION

Pawl Rozin and Carol Nemeroff

For some years, the Best author and our colleague April Fallon have
heen mvestipating the emotion of disgust (Rozin & Fallon, 1957} We
consider this emotion w be Tood-rebed at its core, and define i, in
avcordance with Angyal (19 as “revalsion at the prospect of ol
imcorporiiion of an offensive substance.™ In our vestigations with
subjects in the University of Pennsylvamia community we noted that
affensive |1|:ajl_‘l_'1.\ thiat elicit Llixgllﬁl, such as cockroaches, wonms, or
buman body excretions, have potent contamimnating properties. When
they contaetl an otherwise edible food, they tend o render o inedilsle,
even thoeush there s ne sensory trace of this contact, Furthermore,
replicas ol disgusting substances. even when known 1o be mude of
eelible materials (eoen o realistic Oy made of candy), are often rejected
as loonds Char puzzlement about these expressions of the potency o
disgust objects was resolved, in o sense, with the discovery that thes,
were protolypieal nstiinees of the laws of sympathetic masie, as de-
scribed in Frager’s The Godden Bough ([1890] 1959), Engaged by the
Gt that these widespread disgust responses im0 American cullure i
with “heliefs” supposedly common only in traditonal cultures, we
began an investigation of the operation of the laws of sympathene
mage i everyvday life, i disgost and other domains ( Boeon, Millman,
& Memerofl, 1980y, This research prompted us o think thirough the
mcanmig and significanee of the laws of sympathetic magic. This chapien
[rresents soane af the hrst froits of this work

Fhre faws af sympatheiic magic

The Lws of sympatheue magie are deseriptions of @ consistent paticrn
of heliclts, thoughts, and proctices observed across o wide snee o

Prepacation of Hus paper, and some of the research reported i, wie
supprartad by fondds Trom the Jobm 12 and Catherione T MacAnhoar Foundi-
tion, Mental Health Rescarch Network on Detcrminants and Consequences of
Flealthe-Promoting and Flealth-Damasing Beluviors. Thanks 1o Alan Fiske for
critteal comments on the manuscopd. and o Fiske and Bichard Shweder for
nvaluable discussions in which many of the ideas presented in this piper wer
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Craditiomal cultures, Their widespread occurrence SUBREsLs that they
may constitute laws of human thought, Three Guws o sympithetc
magic, contigion, simility, and opposites. were origmally described
by B 0 Tvlor ([1974] 1871 in Primitive Cudiure, and were substintial-
v claborated by Sir James Frazer ([1890] 1939) in The Golden fough,
and darcel BManss ([1902] 19727 m A Cemeraf Theary of Magre, The
explication of the Laws that follows s hased on the writings of all three
of these authors. with our own interpretations and extensions. We
discuss only the laws of contagion aned sumilarity.

The law of contigion holds that things that have once heen
contact with each other may influence or change cach athe for o
period  that extends well past the termination ol contact, perhaps
permanently. This cffect can be summarized as “once mo contaet,
always i contuet.” s illustrated in the doman of diseust in LS.
cubture by the enduring offensivencss sacquired by foods that have been
i contact with oo cockroach, and e the interpersonal domain by the
enhanced value of objects thal have been in contacl with celebrities
The transler of propertics — which can be ps chalomical or physical
attributes, of intentions — seems to be accomphished through transfer
af an “essence.” Animate objects scem particularly potent sources or
recipicnts of essence bt manimate ohjects may alse be sourees or
recipients. The essenee. now in the recipient, remains inosome sorl o
nonphysical relation o e source. This allows for the possibelity thist
etion taken on the recipient can alfect the source (what we call
hackward causation [Rogn, Millman, & Nemerolt, [Usa]) Thus, it s
COMUL PRACTcs 10 seieery 10 abtain a persomal esidue (eg,, nger-
il pacing) from the vietn, seorch the reswdue, and hence harm the
victim,

The law of similarity Tolds that things that resemble one another
share fundammental properties (“the mmage equals the elyject™ ), o that
superlicial resemblance indicates deep resemblance or wlentity. 11s
ustrated in the domain of disgust by the reluctance ol many [reope Lo
constme what they know 15 a tasty food it s fushiomed 1o ook like o
disgusting object {e.g., w large msect, of Body cxcretions). As wath
comtagion, the image has some sort ol contact with the source, such
Ul action on the image can allect the source (Tlike produoces like™)
another example of backward causiabion Aresample of the Litter s
sticking pans it o rephaa ol G person as b ameans ob cinsig harm Lo
Ll persorn

Pylor, Freer, and Mauss thought of the laws of svmpathetic magie
45 laws of thousht. Thev recognized the parallel Tetween these lws
and the laws of association of the British empiricist philosophers
(Flume. [1748] 19390 1 5. Mill, | 1843] 1963; sce Warren. (921, far a
review). These philosophers and their contemporiries put forth sl
of luws of association of weas, most prominent among hese were the
Livws of contizuity, simulanty, and apposites. Aceording 1o Mill, the T
of contiguity holds that “when bwo IMPressions have been [requently
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cxparicnced (or cven thousht of) either simulianeously or in el
ale succession, then whenever cither of these impressions or the idea
of it Tecurs, it tends to excite the idea of the ather”™ (p. 832} The focus
i the law of contiguity s on temporal coineidence. s opposcd 10
spatial coimeidence for the Law of contagion. il explined the iassoci
tive low of simafanity as “similur deas tend 10 excite one another.”

Lt 5 not surprising that fwo sels af candidates for universal luws ol
thought should e similar. However, they are lar Trom identical. Fylor,
Frarer, and Mauss recogmized one fundamental difference between the
two sets of laws: The laws of assocition sire limited o the domamn ol
thought; they operate only within the head. The laws of mage projedt
these laws mita the real world: that is. the physical world is held e be
arpanized along principles cimilar to the laws of thought. The wdea that
one can harm an enemy by burning his hair dues not {ollow from the
Fiws of association (although gaining el satislaction from 1
mught) Another fundamental difference pertains anly o the Livss ol
contagion and contiguity. Wheredas contipuity speiks Looany vpe uil
proximity . with emparal prosmity in the forelront, contagion refers
explicitly to spatial contact. As result of these and other differences,
the laws ol association and the laws of sympathetic magic often sugges!
different topies of pvaestigation,

The scope of the luws of sympathetic magie and ARSOCTTION 15 YTy
large. The weas o cimilarity amd contapion/contiguily arise repoaitcadly
in ethnographies and in studies af human thinking, amd seem to hold @
position amaong the moere wmportiant aspecis ol Tuman thouesht

Fhe motivation to explore this topic comes Erommy taw sourecs, [irst,
the patiern of thought sugmested by the s ol sympathelic magle i\
pot knewn 1o payehologists, and hence not integrated into theories of
thinking. Although the laws are widely known withm anthropotogy
there has been Tittle analysis of them from the psychalogical pont of
view (but see Freud, [1913] 1950, and Praget, 1967, tor some discus
sion). Secomd, the laws give rise o an itriguing contradiction. They
are penerally thought to e primitive,” and yet we fined mainy caam-
ples of their operation in educated adults in Western-developed vul-
tures. Furthermore, one of the faws, contagion. daes ot seem o be
aperative in young children (it least in the domain ol dispast: Ballon,
Rozin, & Phner, 1984), which s an anlikely stute of atlans lor
-;uppqmgdh Sprinntive” nobiot

I'his essay explores the pevehological underpimnings of teo ol the
laws ub syimpathetic nugic, the range af situations inowhich thes ope
ate, and their development witlin the nddoad.

{ antagion

For convenience im exposition, we destgnate the contagions cility an
evvenee. We use the verb, to confantite o reler W contact TR |
an entity cipable al transmiliing essence and some other object. Hn
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[artmately, contaminate s @ egalne comnotition, Bl we use ban i
neutral wiy, with the designation Cpositive contamination” when the
effects are explicitly positive. In any situation to which the law of
contagion applies, there js i yource ol contagious eltects, aned a0 reci-
pient ol these ellects. Often there is a i that serves 1o trinsfe
lhe cifects from source 1o recipient.

PIMENSIONS OF CONTAGIIN

I cxamining the structure and foundation of contagous beliels, we
have Tound it useful 1o isolate two dimensons of contagion (Rozin.
Memerofl, Wane, & Sherrad, 0 press) Oipe dimension deals with
forward versis backward action, and the other with positive versus
negative elfecks,

Forward versus hackward contugion In forward contagion, ur [orwied
causation, an essence from the source reaches the recipient, eithes
directly or via g median, and exerts some clfect on the reapent, This
sequence resembles, bul i not identical with, microbal continmination,
i which the source might be o diseased person, the medinn gl b
water or an mplement thal contained germs frosn the source, and the
recipient might be i person who contacted the medium. The etlect of
this might be that the microorganism induced o disease stale i the
recipient. In @ contagan situation. the source 15 usually, and the
recipient 15 almost alwiys, a person. A essence from the souree
reaches the reciprent by direct contact, o1 througel i medinm (such as o
piece of hair, or foud cooked by the source). In hackwurd contigun,
the generally accepted cunsal arrow is reversed, feading wa resuin thil
15 ol compatible with nerabial intection. The essence is again rans:
[erred to the recipent, although i the hackwnrd cises, the recipient
often actively secks the contagious item. The item is usually possessed
pather than meorporated by the recament. The recipienl now operates
wpon the essence fustally cansing o “danuige™ 1o 1) with the imtent
(hat the source itsell will be cimilarly damaged Backward contagion,
b Regalive contesd, i the basis for a common form ol soreery. In a
positive contest, it gs often the bams Tor love spells that cause the
source to feel desire for the recypent who has acted on s or e
personal residue.

Progitive versty pegetive contegion. o the anthrapotogical Blerature,
conlagion 15 mor aften associated with negalive effeots, and m closely
tied to the concept of pollution However, as pointed out foreefully by
Muies (075, 1954y, there are ahundant cxamples o posilive cont
gion, That 1s, cituations inowhich the trinsferred essence has o desirable
cilect on the recipient, Meigs's ethnography of the Hua of Papua M
Guinea is replete wilh caamples ol transler of positive eifects wmong
people in positive relations to one another. Meigs appropriately points
aut that substanees (e.z., body pesidues ) are not inherently negative ur



THE LAWS OF BEYMPATHLETIC MAGIC 205

positive; rather, b5 the context, the relation between source and
recipient, that determines their value, Thus, among the TTua, it s
heneficial o consume food cooked by someone inoa positive rela-
1i1'.|r1_~,'hi11 {0 Lhe 1;;;_']'i‘|'u_~|'|1, and a foosd s enhanced of 1 _ih‘ sputl upon by
such a person. Sunilarly, Tood offenngs inoa Hindu temple are en
hanced o value because the gods are presumed o partake of 1he
ofterings before they are returnced o the donor (Breckenndge, T956).
More generally, amolets, talismans, and the layving on o hands are
examples of posilive contagion. Examples of positive contigion ooeur
in LS. cultare, as i the valuation of possessions of one's ancestors, o
the enhancement o value of clothing previously worn by a Toved one
(see Liter discussion i the chapter on the extent of contagion beliefs in
LIS, culture],

Althaugh pasitive contagion is a reality, negabive contagion seems
o b bath nore common and maore salient, even among the Hua,
perbaps the reigning champions of pasitive contagion, There s oo
salicnt opposite to the concept of pollution (although o anciend
Crrecee, there was o term, fatharmey, that stood Tor the apposite o
poltution [efasme] [Parker, 19831 The strength of this bias s well
illuserted by o Nebraska car mechanie who pointed out that “a teq
spoon ol sewage spoils o barrel of wine, bul a teaspoon of wine does
nothie Tor a barrel of sewape.” Stevenson [1934) capiures this same
relation, with respect 1o Hindo Tndia, o his claam that pollution
always overcomes purity.” Our survey of contagion belicfs in LS
culture, while uncovering many examples of positive contagion, pener-
ally reveals o higher incedence, and greater polency for, negilive
contagioi

The negative hias may be related o the potency of harmiol microor-
panisms that sorely are the most salient forme of physically hased
contagrn i the patural world, Only some antibiotics and psvchoactive
drugs in the natural waorld have the powerlful positive potency, in trace
amounts, to match the negatve potency ol harmful microorgamsms, In
peneral, 1t may be e case that negative biological (and perhaps
social) forces have an urgency that requires high vigilanee and urgeney
in response. There appears 1o be anegative bias i learming and in
emotion, as well as in contagion, perhaps for this same reason; one
cannot afford 1o learn slowly about imminent dingers, fike predocors
r ;mi:-;un_k‘ (Fozin, 9500 Fosn & Fallon, Y87, |ll[i‘|‘p;‘_‘|‘x‘n|mi hnru]m]_l'
and atotudes o kin, both commaon arenas for positive contagion, do
nol have the same urgency,

CONTAGION ANTY THE FEANSMISSION UF ESSENCE

Ar the core of the wdea of contagion s the cxstence of o conlagious
cntity, Some authors (eope, Miuss, | T2 1972 reler to this entity as
sraceree, Dt this term has many connotations, some of which extend well
hoyond “contagious entity,” Meies (T954) uses the term viad essence Lo
desenibe the entity. In this discussion, the term of choice s essence.
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The question we ask m.in the light ol the actuat practice of contagiouns
magic and beliets about contagion, what are the presumed propertics
ab this essence and Tow is 00 teansmted ™ T particular, to what extent
can the essence be conswdered o De (or L function as) o race ab o
phyvsical substance? And o whal extent s essence amdogous oo
mmerohe? We are currently exploring this possibility through in-depth
interviews with adults in U5, culture. What follows results from o
disenssions and review of the literalure.

In most practices and beliel systenis, essence seems o pervile the
sonree. We describe this as the holographic principle. Thus, one fock
of hair seems ta contain the essential nature of the person from which
it comes, just as each part of an animal contains the essential nature of
the animal (i point commented upon by o nuiber ol authiors, see.
e, Werner, [945). Crawley (1902) points oul ol oy part ol o
person, or anvihing that has been i contiact with him, 5 believed to
retain this connection, and when acted on. to affeet its owner. This
Mustrates the metonymic principle that the part can stand for the
whole, Although the essence presumably contains all af the character-
wstics of its source, including the physical and mental propertics ot the
source and the source’s intentions, onlv a limited set of these prop-
crtics may be operative inoany contagious interaction. Thus, amang the
Haea (Meigs, 1984), and nomany other cultures, 1t s often the inteation
of the source that is lransmitted by the essence; foods contacted by
people inoa positive relation o the recipient canse nnprovenent m e
recipient, whereas foods contacted hy people moa negative relation o
the recipient cause harm (o the recipient. To such cases, the particubir
personal attributes of the source are wrelevant: the outcome s enerl
benificence or hirm

Essence has o number of chuaeacteristes that suggest il v is o
physical substance. Most critically. it s passed on by phyvsical contact
Furthermore, i many cases the clffects of an essenee i a reapient. or
ity transmissability oo medivm, can be ameliorated by the same
aperations that would be elfective agunst a physical substanee: For
example, washing s partly cllective n rendering contanmated clothing
motre neutral, Wishing with witer was the principal means of purifica
g (ridding a person of pollution) in ancient Greece (Parker, FUH3L
We do not vet know the extent 1o which ather operations, such s
maceration or hurning, have similar effects on plivsical substances and
cuseniee. We also do not know the extent 1o which the effectiveness ol
4 medinm as o transmitter of essence s related 1o 1s abiliey o trasol
plysical substances. So, for cxample, are mnst or raugh medne more
susceptible 1o transter than dry and smooth ones? In Hindo Endia,
carthenwitre vessels are considered more likely w convey pollution. on
account ol their porosity, than cookig vessels of smoother amd harde
COTsitan (Stevenson, 1434) Furthermore., smong Oy Brahumms
and other groups i India, cotton is more pallutable than silk {Shwed:
er. 19579 Similar distnetions are made n thie kosher dictary rudes. tor
eximple, between carilwenware and slass vessels (Grunfeld, [14972]
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19s2) Many tradiional means of removing o person’s pollution (e.g.,
wishing, purging, wiping. furmgating i ancient Greece | would operite
upon physical entitics (e.g.. would reduce microbisl contamination].
One can imagine o physical transmission of essenee it s nonmate-
rial, as in the transmission of energy, Thus, when a hot rock 15 placed
i witer, the lemperature of the waler changes without there being any
transler ol rock-substance o the water. On chis model, tanslorma:
tions that moght oot affect substance would be predicted to atlect
CRECNUCS,

There are also o number of senses o which essences seem 1o be
nonphysical. O the whole, contagion does nol necessarily seem 1o be
dose dependent funlike microbial iloess or other physical models)
Thit as, very small amoeunts of essence seem capable of passing the Tull
effect Lo the recipent. A nomber of operations, such s wasling,
which should rid an object of all traces of a {oreign essence, are only
partly eflfective m eliminating the effects of the essence. Furthermore.
the permanence of some conlagions effects, thoush consistent with
whal 15 known about physical substance. stean the phvsical limits a it
A one subject inoan interview spontaneously commented, with respect
to-a much-aundered shire that once was worn by adespised person, X
“Once on X, alwavs on 307 To the extent that riooal s effective i
removing pollution, there s a0 stromg suggestion of o nonphysical
entily, Although the hodo practice of purification by angestion of the
products of the sicred cow (nulk, ghee, cund, vrine, dung) (Simoons
[974) could be coneeived as acting on physical entitics, it 5 more
compatible with o nonphyvsical model The most nonphysical feature of
conttagion s backwird causation. Unlike the tehn phvsical link between
sowrce and recipreat represented By the ol cole Tor contact i
forward contagion, backward causation is a prime example of action al
i distance (a0 state abhorred by natural scientists, but one that they
conveniently put aside in considering gravity, o pedfect example of
such acton).

The reader s oanvited o explore the physical status of essences, for
hime or hersell (it vanes across people, within VLS, culture). by con
ducting a simple experiment. Consider o sweater that was owned and
worn by Addoll Hitders We presume most resders would he uncom-
fortable about wearing sueh o sweater, even alter i was Linndercd.
Mow askowhat mampulanons on thar sweater coald make 10 neateal
heating, unravelng and rekmtting, burning, being worn for a period of
tme by oo greatly loved or admired person’ Note that the Tatter man-
ipubation, which some may tind eltective (notwithstanding that 11 mghi
contauminitte an admired figure), can be accounted for by both physical
and spiritaal nleractions,

ESSENCE, O00R, AND CONTAGION

There is o relaon betwean essence, viewed as o phyvsical substanee,
and ouor. Both can constitute mdividual, umque, and invisible carriers
ol wdentiy. An individual’s odor can be lelt behind, as o residue 1o he
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incorporated by others, as can his or her essenee I oone simply
adduces 1o odors the possibility of carrying personal characteristios sl
intentions. then odor becomes a speciul case of essence. Crnwley
(1902} in reviewing a lurge number of instances of contagem. can-
cludes thit there is a heliel that one's bady edor may contam one's
propertics, The Hahits Arapesh of New Cruines beheve that odor s the
distillation of physical, and more importantly, moral essences ([ Tuzin,
ose) . For them, smell is the medinom ol morl recognition, and Know-
g person’s smell s o experience shared substance with them. Odor
became an important, and highly threatening, cartier ol personal prop-
erties and discase in the beliefs of 18th-century western Europeans.
feading Lo a great interest in masking with pleasant adors, dismlection,
and ventilation by the end of the 18th century and a tendency to ricd
aneself of odor-retaining things {Corbin, [986).

The pomt is that odor shares many properiies with essence, e p
he . at some level in development or cultural evolution, Lhe orgim of
pdeas ol contageosn.

FHE SOLRCES OF CONTAGION
Any ubject, and any part ol tat abipect, s oa petentiol souree ol
comtagion, but most sources ol contagion are hving things: plants,
nonhuman animals, or humans. Far the case of humans, 1t s aften the
personal relation between source and recipient that entically deter-
mines the desree and sign of contagion. In imterpersonal dases, intent
i often transferred . as well as or instead of charaetenstics. For the
case ol plants and anmals, specihic propertics are  translerred.
Although there are examples ol plants that pass on their propertes
{e.p. last prowth, femaleness with respect to the shape, volor, and
testure of the fruit) o humans by ingestion, there are sharp limits 10
the contagious potency ol plants, malmost all cases. Fluit s, they hise
i be ingested in modest amouwnls, and shight contact rarely ciuses
stenificant pollution. Animals aee much more potent sources of conti-
pion; antmal products are particalarly potent sources ol prodlution
{negative contagion). Thus, dhisgusting substances, which are always
contaminiting o some extent, are alimost catirely of anmal origin,
cross-culturally (Angyval. 19410 Roan & Fallon. [087). The special
potency of animals s sources oL contagion may relite to their sihent
propecties, and 1o their similanity o humans, Leach (1964) and Tam-
Tisehy (1969} have pnmlu:.-_l. aut that, Tor hwmans, animals aee cmotionl-
Iy highly charged entities

A5 Meies (1984) has pointed oot body sithstances have o partcola
putency in terms ol contimon. The potency is primarily on their
negative side, leading 1o sigrestions that decay (Meigs, 1954), anoma-
v (Douglas, i), or amimalness (sinee hese substinoes are ilso
produced by apimals) may be an importint determmant of contagious
[rOate ey,

The sion amd potency ol g source ol contagion are noel simply




#f

TRl 1AM S OF Sy MPATILES [ Madile 213

p:'npn:[ﬁic'ﬁ of the ubject. Meigs {1484} has provided many cxamples of
povw Lhe context Le-ge. the retation of @ souree person Lo recipient)
can modulate the sin ol comtagion [for sone peaple fur caimple, m
LS. culture, some hodly substanees that noemlly induee strong nesd
tive contagious eflects can hecome positive 1 the contest of omantic
[ve). Furthermaire, the conbagous link hetween the same sOUTEC
peciplent panr iy shift over time. hews [ lsdy chiseusses hose -
diisrmal polluting relations inosoe detail, For example, anong vy
Brahmins i ndia, during the st three davs of e nslruation i weltan
% not permitied 1o vouch her children and o not allowed 1o cook
(Shweder, 1937}

CONTACL AN CONTAGIDN

AL its base, contaglon secnts tor be about the incorparanon into the sell
ol foreign, fricndly. or unfriendly essenoes. One can conceptualize
hoth the essence and the sell in physical terms. [spt the sell by sy
[opms (James, {1890] jusiy. la particular, there 15 the virtually univer
il view of a soul. @ moral, perhips ponphysical entity. that resides
within the hody (Shweder, [asTy Essences wonlhl seem w he alale 1o
make contact with (and perhaps be comprised vty the sonlisell

The bodily sell is clearky m intinle relation with the eTvir e nt.
and constantly crgaped 1m crchange of materials, This Quidity mvalves
cxchange of imaninite, animte. and interpersonal esscnces. TR
partieularly alient paurt of hilean Hindu tndia (Kakar, TR Slevensel,
a4y, Tndividual persans @re constantly, via contact, Jeaving resilues
of themselves m Lhe cnvironment, while ather indivaduals incorporile
these essences, There s a vast, complhes nterpersonil exchinee set up
i this way, which can be deseribed as the chedding ol sell and the
permeability ot the person.

Although the plvirmite event Ty e contiael of osscne with the
qoul, indivadials Behave as 1 the physical Lacky i the critival structure,
and contact with it comstitutes some fonm af entry. Thus, n the don
of diseust, Allport (1955 noted the sriking phenomenot that while
people are ool dispusted by their own sialiva as parl af then hody, st
are offended by the prospect ol drimking a glass of water after ey
hve spit nto il fconfirmed by Guestionnre for L1.S. culture by Rogin
el ul.. [RETAE

There is somethimg compelling about contact, Simply consider the
difference between the presence of a picee of dog leces L2 mch lrom
anes hand as apposed o roncling one's fand. The skin is a clearcut
foundary of the sell. f]hjumiw'.g.-. G iy bmagine three routes o
ceontact,” that s, entry ol substance, into the body, One is surfuce
contact. A second. perhips i special cuse of lhe first, is entry through
an orifice, most commonly in the ad of meestion, but alse i sexual
hehaviar. A tnrd ronte of contact 18 inhalation ol odorants, Zases.
vaApOrs, OF dusts. Although mosl contamons beliet focuses an conlact
anl ingoestion. odor often assunes an important fole (see en. Tuan,
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1986, for an example (rom New Guinea ), Odor as a sowrce of pallution
assumed a major role in Western: Europe from the I5th century on
ward (Corbin, 1986}, and aichorme entities, m some sorl of vague way,
plaved an important role i 19th-century conceptions of discase trans-
mission (Rosenberg, 1962, 1986), Without intending 1o slight the wir-
horne route, we Tocus on the more salient amnd aniversal direct-contacl
rorLle,

There is no question that actual contact greatly enhinees contagions
cffects: this holds for contact with corpses i ancient Greece (Parker,
19537 and the day-to-day phenomens of pollution in ldia, Both
terms of psychological reactions and the actual invasion of the hody by
forcizn matter, the oral contact/ingestion route seems most highly
charged and potent {leaving aside the one competitor for tis dubious
honor, the vagina). The mouth accounts for almost all ol the overl
material transaction between the rest of the world and the self. Ttis,
approsimately, THL incorporative organ. Al the most hasic ologiead
Jevel, this incorporation invelves the essential acquisiion of nutrients,
made more emotionally salient by the real risk of tgestion of natural
(and Later in human history, colturally produced) AT

The process of mgestion ciaroes a falicy and intimacy that s oo
equiled by skin contact, Thus, in India. ieestion of o polluting sub-
stance is considered more dangerous than contact. Water can be used as
l"""““-'”““” for skin contacl, but internal contact requires mgesti ol
phee or the saered panchgavya (a combination of different products of
the sacrod cow) (Stevenson, 95400 Daniels (1984) ohservation and
analyses of interpersonal exchuanges in Toehiz led B to commeent i
Fluid Signs: “In the human body, the mouth s certmnly the maost
vilnerable orilice, through which not only food substances enler but
also evil spirits and the spiit of dead persons. Converselyv, when an
cvil spirit is exorcised, it s believed o leave the body throogh the
maouth™ (. | A1y,

Ve are wiat vorocat, Contagion via the oral route is exemplified in
the folk saying, “Man ist was Man sst” (you are whil vou eat). This
maxim zenerilly refers to the passage ol phyvsical or personality charae
teristics, as opposed o mtentions, and captures a beliel that is wile
spread in traditional culture. [t illustrates the potency of the month
(there is no equivalent saving, “vou are what you touch”™). The conta
gious principle is invoked since there i preswmed passage ol eshence;
however, for the case of you are what you cal, there is usually a
substantial amount of matter that s transferred, as opposed 1o a trace.
I at lenst some such cases, there may be marked dose dependence
andd, in some cises. repeated ngestion s required o produce an
appropriil transfer of charnctenstics.

According 1o Frazer (19545373} “lhe savage commently believes
that by enting the Qesh of an animal or man he acguires nob only the
phyvsical but even the moral and e et qualities which were chiar-
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1ea). Odar as a source of pollution acterisie of that anmal or man,” Frazer illustrates with many exam-
oo o ples, meluding the fact that bushmen avoud the flesh of slow animals,
the Belict monocthern India chet iF one cats the eveball of an owl one
will e able o see i the dark, or the Avstralin behel that meestion of
Lanparoo will lead to an improvement jumping ability, Crawley
(1902} also offers abundant examples. including the Hottentot belict
that consumption of hare sl induce Tnntheartedness, while consump-
tan of len will produce courage and strength,

Oneoreflection, “vou are what you cal” seems Bke an cminently
reasonable ides (Memeroff & Rown, 1989 In the real world
mixture of entities (one version ol wlal happens omeeston) olien
pives tise tooa prodoct that shows propertes ol the constituents, Why
shouldn't one turn orange aller cating a lot of oranges, o heconn
pood swimmer alter cating Gsh? T0 s only the Knowledge of the proocess
ol digestion m o modern developed cultures that makes tas dea -
platsiple. Tndecd. transmission of digestible cntities can Jeid 1o osome
documented instances of you are what you eat. Virtually all yellow:
orange  przmentabion  ino animals  traces  alomately 1o ingested
ciratenowds of plant origin, In particular, the pink-arange color ol
Maningoes comes in large part from carotenoids contimed mothe algae
they consume (Ciray, 1901 Thomson, 1864 BExtensive mgestion by
Baans of toods contamime carotenods, such as carmts or tomitoes,
cin resull e carotenenia, aoaarked  symprom ol owlhich s orange
piementiation of the shin (reviewed i " The Orange Man,” Roueche,
[1947] 1982).

105 possible that vou are what vou cat s universal belict prosent
i all chibdren, and stamped out of wdoles through o scientine cduca-
tron. Indeed, according to keith Thons (1953), in his survey of the
development of attitudes to the el world m E7he to P90 century
Englind: =0 was generally accepted that food altected the clareter”
(p. 292)

W pursucd this idea by lesting whether there s an implicii, unac-
Enowledoed belich in vouw are what vou cat among educated Soonerican
adults (Nemerof! & Ko, BU8Y)0 We psed the impressions TS
ariginited by Solomon Asch (194961 o measure s belicl
[ew hundred undergraduate students) read o half-page cpnene de-
seribing o hypothetical culture, There were two versions ol the vipnetle
{unknown to the suhjects), which were wdentical except (o m one
citse, the people were deserihed as cating manine turtle ool hontme
wild Twoar, but only for its tesk, whercas, m the opposi cowild
Bosr was eaten and marine teetle was hunted . bot only Lo o el S0
thi twor vignettes differed with respect toowhat was caten Gl fabi-
cated )y, and nol nowrms ol other contact with the two amals in

[ R

guestion. Adter reading the vignetie, subjects were asked 1o mikle
members of the cultnre oo a number of persomahiny. scale<, meluding
sood swimmer versus good  runner, secitable versuas good e,

phlcgmatic versus excitable, long-lived versus short-lived. Sy of
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these traits had been selected to discrimmate boar trom turtle. We
found thit subjects reading the hoar-cating vignettc rabed the peaple o
Mis culture as mote hoar-like than those rating the turtle-cating cul
tare. W obtuned sinular Andings, with other subyects, using i can-
trast between an elephant-eating culiure aned B ovegetarian cultuee thi
hunted clephants tor their lusks, Wo are in the process of extending
these lindings, and exploring other micrpretations ol them

PHE TITREAT OF CONTAGION

Ciiven the negative hias that we have already pederred o, it s dilhoul
Lo avoid i negative frame n discussing the consequences of contagion
10 this section, we surrender to this impulse, and Ly out the threats (as
apposcd 10 benelits) of contagion. Negative contigious e reLions
can lead 10 any of four types of bad consequences: (1) cguisition ol
negative physical or personality characteristics; (2) moral degradation;
(31 “had luck ™ or (41 illness or death. A demnant theme in the Lrst
two conscyuences is the disunetion belween bamins and animals. We
discnss this first, and then another theme that distinguishes these
comseguenoes: he moral/phvsical distimeton.

Acqguiring animal properties and defending the animal! i disine
ion. Humans i traditnonal and modern cultures seem deeply con-
cerned with detimmg themselves as distinet trom all ather ammals, “We
are ot ammals” s @ theme that appeirs 1 an mporiind wiy TRHTY
cthnopraphics fe.g.. Ortner, [4973) Aamal names as terms ol ahuse
Mustrte, as well, the low regard mowhich anmals are held, wath
respect to humans (Leach, 196:4) The human animal distinetion plays
an umportant moetvatng role in the development of sensibilities in
Western Buropean cullure, s iMustrated in Keih Thomas's 1 1983)
Man e e Nagerd World, In previewimg his analysis of the develop-
ment of manners in medieval Evrope, Elias (1978, p. 124) comments,
11 will be shown how people, in the course of the civilizing process,
seck o suppress in themsclves every characteristic et they fecl o by
sanimal

The manifestations of you are what vou cal olten forus on the
acqusition of annmabness, which appears both o terms ol douiing
specific anomal propertics amd o seneril moral degradation. Crrunleld
([1972] 1982}, in his clabaration of the Taloudic imerpretations of the
Hebrew dietary laws, says that iomajor aun of many of these s s o
prevent the transfer ol aninual nstinets into man, by consumption ol
cortain toods. 1 particular, flesh eating and crocl e are belicved
1 be transomtted by consumption of carnivorous antmls. Grrunleld
aiates: ~ This s the seneral principles The nearer the anunal is o the
vegetable world in its habils and composition, the less likely ats 1o
arouse the ammal nature noman, and s meat becomes e maore
ciitable for human consumption”™ (p. #)

In & more madern context. in 1¥h-century England. one ol the
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greal arguments aganst vaccmation was that the ose ol cow fluds
would anmmalize omans (Thomas, 1983 Somilarcly, Crandbi (19443
argucd Tor o vegetarian diet on the grownds that 0 allayed animal
pitsston, and  DesPres (1970) argued that g powerlul aspect ol the
concentration camp horror wis 1o get both the puards and the mmates
to thiink of the inmates as animals,

In thedr analvsis of disgust, Rogn aod Fallon (1957 conclude that
the widespread disgust expressed at the prospect of consuming animal
toods relates directly to the issue of antmaloness. There = concern hoth
with eating what wias onee @ living anonal, and for the possibility of
acquisition of amimalpess. ALl of these examples simply serve 1o
crphasize the importanee of the animal/buman distimetion, and the
power of contagion o blur this boundary

While imans clearly seek oo distmguish themselves from animals,
bumeens alser adimre ammmals, This s lwsteated by oo desire o identily
with wnamals, iflusteated by the cxstence of wotems and, in LS. cul-
ture, the naming of sporls teims alter admired animals, Overall, the
Bz response tooammels,and their conswmption, is ambivalent, bt
with respect 1o contagion, neeative leatures often predominale

The pecrad{pivvsicad distinesion. Char bypical college student subyect pocs
through the Tollowimng sequence when offercd o cockeoach o cat, T
s, ol course, rejected. When asked why, the response is usually:
“loaches are Llthy creatures that carry all sorts of germes, T eould gel
sich.” We respond withe Ok then, lets consider a sterilized, dead
roach. That would have no genms.” The subject’s response s (alien
with v certain amount of embareassmentps SO well, st wonldn
cal il” Experimenter: “Why aot, s pertectly sale.”™ Subject; “Be-
ciuse, because, it's o cockroach! This exchange represents a shil
frome o health-threatemng (Cphysical™) woa svmbolic/moral 1eason. 1
Mustrates a Tundamental conflict v accounting {or rejection of con
taminating or contaminated enlities that occurs bath historically and i
development. There s o contusion between phusical/health and moral
svimibohe accounts, and a tendeney o frame or rationalize the thireat in
terms of bodily harm. Thus, Ehas {1975), in his anitlvsis of the rise of
modern table amd other manners i medieval Burape. concludes than
the onipimiel motvation tor suppression ol Belching, cating from o
common ol ool the table, or spitting ot the table, amd the ke wos
soctalimoral = that s, estabhshed o distinetion between upper, more
civileeed, and lower classes: These manners were later justificd in terms
of samtatwon. Smndarly, the Hebrew dictary prohibitions such as the
pogk taboo argoably bave omeral basis (Granfeld [ TU72] 19527, b
laave been justiled ineorrecty nmost coses, o terms of health (g
prevention of trichinoss)

Especially since many contiwmmating cotities can be disease vectors,
there as o strong tendeney, as with the cockroach example, to cxplan
reqection an terms of health visk. Buor a magor case for which soch o
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shift 1o physical risk does not hold is modern Hindu India: Traditional
Hindus reject foods that have had o coertiin degree ol contact with
members of ower castes. The more the lower ciste member has been
comired with the food (the more of lom that s 0™ the Tood), the
more unacceptable it is (Douglas, 19600 As o result, of foods that
ave been i contiet with a lower caste member, cooked foods, wiach
are in fact safer 1o eat from the point of view of mucrabial contimina-
tion, are less acceprable than raw [oods.

FRAMISNG AMDY THE LIMITS OF CONTAGION
From a contagion perspective, the world is sulfused with essences;
footsteps, money, clothing, all [oods, and many other items bear the
residues of inseets and other people. savory or unsavory, The maost
neatral ohject may become lughly charged (usually negatively) if we
contemplate its history, And vet, neither we, nor the much nwe
contagion-sensitive Hua, are erippled by this prospect. How 15 Lhis
managed? (Mote that we again reverl 1o negabive contagion 1 this
discussion. ) We put all but the most salient mstances of conlagioen aul
of our minds: we frame situations so s to reduce the salience af sl
history. We do not thnk that the mr we Breathe doring a ride on
public transportation or at @ lecture was just exhaled by some ol aur
neighbors (unless itis called 1o our attention by an unsavory odor), We
do not think of the history of the money we handle, or where our dog's
Face has heen as he licks us. We also arrange, sanitize our environien!
o make personal and offensive linkages less salient, Food is purchased
at supermarkets in sanitized packages, as il processed by machine. In
this context, il is inappropriate o think about WHO prepared the
faod. In U.S. culture it is promarily the obscessives who worty exces-
sively about cleaniiness and past history, and who become crippled on
Uhis account. There have been situations at other times, and i other
cultures. where contazion has become crippling. In Isth- and 14h-
century France, there was cxcessive COncern over corruplion via n
haled air. Disinfection, deodorization, and ventilation vame 1o e ol
major importance (Corbin, 19504, Fear of sorcery via contaguon miy
hecome cxtreme. Frager ([ 1800] 1939) reports that among the Hetsileo
of Madagasear, “blue blood” or ramanga have the job ol cating all nail
parings and hekimg up all spilled Il of nobles o provent sarcery,
They follow their masters arcund in order W dispose of residues,
We have already identilicd two mechanisms Tor reducing the elfocts
ol contagion, One is disregarding it {Framing out) and the other s
reducing the sahence ol contigion in the enviromment (e by packag
g foods i the supermarket) Ao third mechanism invokes exphicil
rules. und is probably most common i cultures in which CONLEHME LS 3
mare serious threat. Thus, among Hindus i Tndia, the left hanad 15
reserved for talet functions, and not used in the serving of food oran
greetings. (O course, there are fimits Lo this, sinee i is hard to believe
all cooking is done with the right hand, and then there 1s, of conerse,
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the problem of left-handers). This left-hand specialization is common
i iy prarts of the Middle East and Africa.

It 15 within the Hebrew tradition of dictary laws that we see same af
the most elaborate treatments of minimal contagion. According Lo the
merpretations of the prohibitions developed i the Thilmud and Lies
works (Grenfeld, [1972] 1982), explicit limits on the provenance ol
conlagion are set 0 prevent cessation of all activity by the possitulity
of microcontamination. The basic principle, known sometimes as the
LitOth rule, holds that if a nonkosher contaminani {e.e, pork, or
iy product in meat) falls avcedenadly into o kosher food. the food
remains kosher as long as the contaminant constitutes no more than
Laih of the total volume, This neat rule docs got solve all problems,
however. Suppose that there are two contaminanis. one (hat const|
tutes L7OWr and the other 190 of the total volume, Fogether they
wonld activate the 1oth rule, but, of that is so, then any contaminant,
when summed with tiny amounts of other unknown contaminants
mught also trigeer the ath level Ths problem was apprecued hy
e Hebrew sages so the L/oth rule applics only 1o the principal
contamunant. All others may be ignored. There are other fascinating
claborations of this problem (Grunfeld, [1972] 1952} the point of the
example is to illustrate the problem and the most cerebral approach o
s solution.

OF cowse, a rule delinuting significant contamination effects does
nat directly solve the problem of emotonal PESPONSCS 10 COnbiminG -
tion. Indeed, we (Nemeroff & Rozin, 1988) have shown that koshie
Tews commaonly reject as undesirable foods 1hat have been contamin-
ated with nonkosher stems at sulficiently low levels that they remain
technically kosher by the inith rule.

THE BEAL-WORLD BASIS FOR CONTAGION
As represented in the interpersonal domain (e.o., the food cooked Iy
N contains X's essence), and especially i terms of backward cont-
gion, the law of contagion seems maladaptive and irratonal. | lowever .
there are physical bases, or at least physical analopgues, to the law (in
the lorwird version). Microbial contamination, as we have mentioned,
i5 o direct parallel W nemative, forwand contagion, and could arguahly
P the adaptive hasis and vrigin of contagion beliets. For an intensely
sucial species like Homo sapiens, passage of discase by mvisible en
Libies s o anagor risk

In animportant sense. contagion has 1o do with the history of
entities, i particalar, their past contacts. It emphasizes bustary aver
appearance in the evaluation of objects. In this regard, contagion s
closely related 1o kimship, where histon (nencaloay) s the central
comcern, and @ major determinant of the nature of social relations.

As we have shown, analysis of contagion leads o the presumplion
that & holographic principle is operating, akin to the TGNy e princ
ple that the part equals the whole. As contagion usually aperates, any
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Pl of g source containg the vssence of that source, a5 i1 e CRSCICE |y
distribuged throughout the source. Although this js clearly untrue fo,
matters such gy persomality, i s actually the cise for the fenetic
blueprint, since an dentical and unigque set of DNA molecules iy
Present inoall cells of 5 BIven person, )

THE EXTENT OF BELIEF I8 CONTAGION IN THE UNITED §1TATEY

I recent rescarch, we lave sought 1o determine the degree of heliel in
e faa ol sintagion among cducated Aanericians Cprimarily, students
A the University of Pennsylvania), Our hasie techique has been 1o
tompire (usually in g HUESTONmre) wneortaminated olject wipl
this same object afier contact with a paotent source, [y MOSE cises
subjects rate their readipess L consume., wear, or otherwise e
with the ohjeet on 200-point scale, with + [N} as “the most pleasa,
thing vou can fnagine.” — 1N as the st unpleasang thing vou can
imagine,” and zero s neutral,

Notsurprisingly, 46 of 4y subtjects reported 5 deap in desirabiling of
therr favorite juce afier it Witk sictually conteled by a sterilized, doad
cockrivich (menn drop rading an iy 2AN-poim scale was 94 pons -
R o ul 860, I a mare wi:l-_'-r:rn;:iir.u_ CUCALIO N e study af Jdn
subyjects, mterpersong) conligion wiy explored with four [rersol
sourees: a lover, a best friend. 5 disliked person, and an LIS
PETSON g astreet person} (Rozin o alooin press). Subjects selected
Persans oo mect each deseription from their LW expenence hefipe
answering the questions abwrl tliese peaple. Subjecrs then answered
questwns aboul o number of media before and afre they il
Apprapriate contact with each ol the sources, Tl SOrces and jugeg,
tions we shall discuss ares wearine o Lamndered SWeater: previously
owned by cach ol the sources tome sweater per souree, ] sweaters
entical except with respect o their history), taking o bite from 4
Banatbir e previously bitten by cach of (e SUUECes, and using b
brush previously gsed by each of the sources anel then thoroughly
cleaned,

In seneral, [roosative LONTAEIT reactions were stnewhat (but pog
slrikingly ) slranger o lovers than heg fricnds, and MELANVE Conbigiog
feactions were somewlit (but no strikmply) SEHONSer o unsavory 1hag
disliked persons, Using as a criterion a clumge of at least 0 Pols iy
the nmiting seale as result of contact, about o, ol the subjecs
showed o drop in the Swealer ratimg as 4 result of contae witl 1
IELALVE Persons fulrx:mrly o alishiked ), wheres only ihont 2, uf
the subjects showed an nereise of 2 PO s resull of contac with
pestve person, The rorrespondding feures for limbureer weee 550,
resative and W% positive, while (he figures for huirbrush were T
negilaive and 5% positive. Thus, aeross these e COITOn ey
negitive contagion ¢ffects appear i e greae nuorite af 1he suljecty
while positive CONMLAgion appears in a small MINOTity, We also eaplored
Aose ol backward contagion, iy which one's own harrbrush (which,
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one will never see againt comes into the Possession of cach of the oo
sources. Surpnisingly, althouph the magnitude of the eilfect wis not
coarmous, there was clear evidenee for bk wiird cofttagion in hoth
the negative and positive ditections, Ulsing the critenian of @ shifi ol i
least 2l munts, [rom :l!-:_‘lHr;ilil}'. abaol 30% Gl 1he sulyects showeed
discomborn ar the thaught of having their hairbrush posscased by
unsavory of disliked person, and aboar 377, showed pleasure ar e
thought of having their hairbrush passessed by o best friend or lover.

The prncipal findings of this survey were (1) peganve forward
conlagion was ubiquitous; (2) positive Torward conligon was clearly
present moa o subser of subjects, and (3 evidenee pointed o bath
positive and negative backward comtagion. Over the range ol Guestions
asked inothis survey (including more medin than indicated above,
none of the 140 subjects showed cloar signs of contagron beliefs for i
media, directions (lorward and backward)., and SIENS {positive nd
negative ). On the other hand, alf subjects showed some signs of cont-
gion belicts on one or another of the questions. There was o wenk
lendency for o person who held one contagion belief 1 hold anathe;
ane

This contemporary srvey evidence is supported by a wide variety of
findings and observations (rom Western-developed cultures Positive
contagion is illustrated, in ecneral, by the existence of abjects to which
People have sentimental atachments. Mare  specifically, Crawliy
(1902 refers to the European folk custom in which - Fever sipplies o
mece of his haie. drops of his blood or swedl, or water inowhich T hoas
wished his hands, o the garments of the girl whose affection e
desires, A recent sun ey documents The importance of ohjccts wilh
personal listories in the lives of adult Aanericans: indeed | the aothors
ol the study comment tha abjects (mparticular, plurtographs) “can
acquire an almost mystical dentification with the decensed person”
(Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981, [r. )

A recent television commercial i which the well-kniwn foathall
pliver, Mean Joe Green, arves a thrlled voung admirer his Lirv'e |
tlustrites posiive contaguomn with respect ta heroes. A strthing inslance
al contagion s the great value placed on the ashes of 4 cremaated loved
one. T recent court case in Calitarni, 2 smpany thal disposed of
such ashes was soed for 208 million dallars., Beciause, instead heing
scatlered over the Sierras, the ishes were unceremanously dumped i
aolon \Sacramenie Aec, [UR4) As we conntmented  ciarlier, Einship
bowalty and alfection is construable ;s ananstance of COREaLron: that s
the definition of kinship centers around o continuity of substinee,
whether or not this contmuity s perceptibile.

Examples of the operation of neeilive farward contagion are even
more comman. Even prior o germ theary, contagion wis Propinli
view ol discase transmission. Indecd, dunng the T8h-conturmy cliofers
epidemics in the United States. common folk treated the discase s
contagious even though the medical profession preferred a moral it
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pretation of contraction of the discase (Rosenberg, 19625 Many pea-
ple are reluctant 1o bay used clothing because of their fear of conta-
giom: in i recent survey, 76% of the sample relused o buy underclo-
thing, and 20% refused o buy wsed overcoats (O Railly, Rucker,
Huoghes, Gorang, & Hand, §984),

The most stoking illustration of negative contagion belicts i recent
times relites o the current ALDS epedenie. There 15 g strong response
among many people (o ey contact with ATES victims, mnospate of
medical evidence imdicatng mumal sk, This appears (o be g power
[l beliel, which, like other contagion beliets, s almost dose mdepen-
dent. The current abborrence of any swrar i Toods among some
Aanericans is another possible example of o behiel i contagion. The
e seems to be that of sugar is toxic, then even piy amounts of supar
carry this toxieity {again, the dose-independence prineiple).

We conclude Trom these selected examples that even in Amernican
culture, where the personal lustory ol objects 15 olten suppressed.
contapion plays a substantial role. In modern Hindu India and some
oher places. that role s much more powerful

FHE DEVELOPMENT OF CONTAGION

Because of its associbon with traditional coltures, there s a strong
inchnation 1o think of belief in the Bow of contagion as o sign ol o
sprimitive” mentality, However, we will arpoe on both empincal and
theoretical proonds thal contagion s a0 complex and sophisticiied
concept.

Adthough contagion helwels about illness are present inoa great many
cultures, the salicnce ol these beliefs is often not high, Thus. in his
cross-cultural survey of heliets ahoul discase, Murdock (19803 reports
that only 49 of 139 coltures attribute diseise oo contugious colily
{eontact with o polluting substance, such as menstrual Blood), and only
3oof these 49 coultures have anything like o germ theory

The view that contagion is “promtve” predices that it would be
present in young children and would deercase with age and education.
The view that it is sophisticated would hold that contagion would be
absent in voung children. The Latter seems to hobd, ool e age ol
about seven o eight, American middle-class children do ot show
contagion i response 0 disgusting or dangerous thems | Eallon et al.,
1954y, Although yvoung children reject consumption ol “poison™ o
insects when presented with stories in which contamination occurs,
they do oot show signs of rejecting @ beverage that has been i contact
with dangerous or disgusting items Tor o briel time. Further experi-
mentiton, using actual contamination of @ beverage with o fly, or
an apparently used comb, also indicate that below the age of seven,
there s little evidence for disgust-based contiynon (Rozin, Fallon, &
Augustoni-Ziskind . [R5,

I as conceiville that our fuilure o observe disgust contamuation
results from o weakness i the child's disgust response, rather than an
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absence of contagion. Contagion may appear earhiest oo domom
ather than disgust, Ancedotal reports of stromge attachments of children
ta particular toys or dolls, or blankets, have o CoMtagion aspect {that s,
their blanker his these it and s different from any other similar-
foskmg ilem ). Ancodotal reparts of children who refuse 1o cat oa forod
it it has touched o disliked foad on their phiste are suppestive ol
contagion, as are some “conlagion” transfer games such s Cooties
(O & Opie, 199, or o form of “pellution tag™ played by children
in the Orissa region of Indi (Shweder, 1987) We know of no firm
evidence concerning 1he ages at which such games are regnlarly
payed,

Acs incicated i the discussion of essence dbove, the cngr]iﬁrc Tsig
Lo comtapian s, in fact, qpere sophistieated. Most centrallv, essence -
ivisible, and perhaps, insensible. Thus, the primciple of contagen s
Bl o the premise that things are seldom what they scem, ot
appearance s nol equal o reality. As we will indicate in the diseus
ston of the development o similarity, the cyuition of appearance and
reality, which we tike 1o be the hasis of similarty
ad Cprimitive” aspect of mentation. (The appearance—reality con
fusion is present in Amencan childeen until the carly school YOS
[Flavell. 1986; Keil. 1986].) This being the case, contigion, as s
upposite. cannot be sinple and primitive

Tlhe notion of essence, or its souivalent, may presume o notion of
the particulate pature of matler and the wdea that these particles are
not visibles Betore the aee of seven, children have very limited coneep-
tons of the particulateness of matter (Smith, Carey, & Wiser, [055)
anc the nature of the process ol thssolving (disappearance ol mtier
theough partculation:, Pagel & Inhelder, [T941] 19740, Furthermore,
germ theory does not appear in an articulated manner before seven
vears of age {eop. Biboce & Wilsh, 1979 Magy, [933),

It s particularly surprising that contact, which seems 1 inosi
clemental nonon, does not seem 1o have o specially important role.
Fhus, it s not untl about seven years of age that children focus on
canbact as Gboanagor sowrce of disease transmssion (Bihuee & Wailsh,
1979) . even though vounger children have a definite sense of disease
trawnsossion by prosomity withom contaet,

Contagron, by s nature, depends on the Cancepon ol a continunng
history of persans and objects, since otherwise the patst contisces ol an
object would not be relevant o one’s current comnmeree witl tha
abject. Ias entical that one realize that this food or item of clothing is
the sawee ome that had a pacticalar contact in the prast. Adthough some
conce prion of the contmuity of objects over thme s surcly present in
cven the youngest humans, there are limitations to the range and
damain of such continuey wdeas inearly childhomd, Before the age of
siv, children do not usually recognize the continuity of a child with the
adult that it will Liter become (Guardo & Bohan, 1971},

IF contagion s an acguired belief, ow is it acquired? s unhkely

1 oindecd g simple
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that cluldren are exphicithy istructed in thas domain, However, thege
are many opporturities o observe adult behavior that wonlbd reveal
adulis’ behel in contagion, so that contagion might be aequired npli-
citly, ps 15 the case for many aspects of culture. We suggest that ong
route to acguisition is learmng that odor is an enduring characlenstic
that can represent o preseoce o the absence ol appearance cues. A
person’s possessions may cany s odor, which o s sense. serves as
a signof the contigion listory of these possessions. 1t s conceivable
that ehildren first learn about contagom by atlending o odor, s
appased 1o gust appearance, Indecd. among the Habie Arapesh of
Mew Cinea. odor s the magor vehcle and sign ol contagon ((Tuzn,
Padig . Adternatively, comtagion may be o natural and nevitabibe ol
groneth of cognitive advinces in the understanding ol matter.

The law of similariy

According to the descriptions and analyses ob Tylor, Fraeer, and
Mauss, the Low ol simibly holds that the image equals the abject.
Tt as, things that show asuperlicial resemblance which i most cises
armoents o lookimge alike, also have o deep resemblance. Purthernmiore,
because like produces ke, or like acts on like, action agiinst an image
can influcnee the obiject that it corresponds o, That s a oo of
backward cousation, Indecd. o particularly common manmlestation of
similarity occurs i the sorcery practice e atlengting to harm someone
by danuieing his image, Pechaps as o result of the deminance of the
viswal sense 0 hoemuns, simulaney = almost always cvaluated i termes
of visual resemblance, In this respect, 10 05 appropriale [0 suimsi
the liw of similarity as “appearance equals reality”™ (where appearance
15 a0 distinetly visual word),

[t does nol seem necessicy Woomvoke the concept ol cssence 1o
cxplicite the T of sinulanty, O course, one could siv that the image,
by some myslerious process, contiins the essence of the source {ob-
jeet), Under such crcumstances, the backwand causaton beliet that
accurs in sorcery could share o mechamsn with backward causation by
COMEARion.

Asowith cantagion, similarity can nvoke positive o negative re-
sponse, depending on the nature ol the object {(source ). Forward and
hackward “causation” hoth occur. Porwarnd causation describes the
sutistaction o discomtort, potential benefit or harm, resulting from
intimacy with o rephice of o valued o offenseve entity, and bickwiand
coausation deseribes teelings thiat sources wall be miluenced if action is
taken oo theie images,

Behiel i the bvaof smlanty as wadespread i tradisional cultures,
and i docomented ar length by Tylor, Frazer, and Mauss, A partice-
Lirly mteresting recent example s the reluctance of members of some
tracdivional cultures 1o have their picture taken, on the grounds that
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something of them wall be taken away when the developed replica
feaves their commumity in the hands of o wuonst o researcher

1 is possable 1o infer from the appearinee-cguals-reality clam the
more mclusive claim thal if two entities resemble one another on
coertiin attributes, they also have o deep resemblanee (resemblinee in
visihle traits is one spectl cise ol thish, Inoaosense, the attributes of an
entily may instantiate the entity (somethimg ko o the holographic
principle mentioned in the discussion of contagion). e particalarly
salient attribute ol an object s oats e, There s widespread rever
eice Tor names of respected enuties. along with a fecling thar w detile
the name i Dike defiling the entty it refers 1o, The mame is pereemved
as an mtepral part of s referent, perhaps something that partakes of
its essence, Pogel (1967 refers to this view as nomanal realism {re
ferced o as word realism by Werner & RKaplan, 19631 Manunal realism
i nocmal mechildren in the Western cultores Prget stodeed, ap unal the
ape o s The manme ol anobject s percerved ws an o mtegral part ol the
ohject, and the carner of all the obgect’s properbes. Tesse (TY62)
points oul that aame and obgect are equated commonly i Western
culture, as can be seen e the prohilation on mentioniog the namne ol
“God ™ e Judaisme There are widespread examples of nominal realism
i traditional cultures, olten mamilested as a prohibiton on speaking
the name of someone who s recently died.

THE REAL WORLID BASES FOR SIMILARITY

stmibanty con be oviewed as oan overestension of a uselul prineple.
Surely, somctimes appearances are decervang. Buot, as o general rule o
heuristic, the poneiple that if X looks hke a Y, i0ma Y 08 good one.
Endecd, it s wise to operate on the principle that whatl fooks ke o
tirer s i bger. The problem arnses when Hus heweristic has magor
influcnees o belavion i situations where appearances are deceiving
Fhere s muomery in the natural world

The exiene of belief e simiariy aomong Amicreans, Adthoueh somlarity
miy b the more Ssimple-minded™ of the two laws ol svmpathetie
g, we Nod s operation o be conmmonpliace among cducated,
adull Avmericans (Rozn et alo, 19800 Thus, A% ol S0 Universiy ol
Pennsvivania communmity subjects showed more reluctance 1o hold
herween therr lips what wis obviously o clean rubber replica of vomis
thromm o prank store) than a clean robber dran man of the same size,
Stmlarly, 43 of 30 of these same subjects rated themselves fess de-
strots ol consuming o well-cralted mounmd of chocoline Tudge, shaped
o appear ke o “dogme-doo.” than an cquvalent mound of the same
lucdpe shaped i the form of o dise (Rozin coal, P986). Furthermore,
these same subjects were significantly poorer in accoracy m throwing
darts ar the pomt midway between the eves of o preture ol o revered
lgure (John FoRennedvp o an imagined head of o loved person, than
al o blank paper or picture of o disliked person (Roan el al o 1986),

Ladidittl
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W believe that nominal realism s also common among adults. W,
suspect that many adults would be uncomfortable tearing up a paece o
paper on which the name ol a loved one 15 wotlen, Flow many of thos
who nse compaters a lot have had second thoughts about erasing a il
named tor o hked person, especially when the crase command
SRILL,T eog RILL MILLRED " followed by the computer displa
SRILLING MILDEED.” We demonstrated such tendencies e the
Laboratory by offering people o chowee ol bwo ghisses of sugar water
Ome glass was made with sugar taken Trom a bottle fabeled “sucrose
table sugar,” and the other with sugar from o bottle abeled “sodiun
eyvanide, poison™ (Rown et al., 19561 People rate the "eyanide™ wate
significantly Tess desirable. There can be no guestion that the sehject
thought there mught really be cyvamide 0 the eyvanede-labeled hottle
Subjects watched sugar poured into both of the bottles, They wer
then erven the two sticky labels (sugar and eyvanided, and asked o pu
ome label on owhichever bottle they wanted 1o

There are many other manifestations of similarity in our culture. A
strtking sct o of examples that can be construed as similarty s the
reliance on resemblance as opposed to contingeney in the Tormation o
impressions | Shweder, 197710 Indeed, Shweder argoues for the preva
lence of related magical beliels i Western-developed cultures

FIE TPENELOPMENT OF SIMILARITY

The developmental preture Tor the “promitive” belief in similarity i
what mught he l;_'_x'|1|_H_'ll;_'-i,| (i contrast o t'i‘.ll‘ll:t_z_liun} Similarity o
seem Lo be a cluldish way of thinking, which becomes less siahient (o
oes not disappear) with ape.

In an impressive and extensive series of recent studies, Tohn Flavel
and lis colleapues have demonstrated that voung VLS. American chil
dren (below the age of 5 or 6} fuil o make the appearance—reality
distinction in many situations {reviewed o Flavell T986) For example
they believe that a vellow object sctoally hecomes red when it s see
behind o red Alter, even b a part of the yellow color sticks out from th
side of the filter. This finding s in Keeping with Keil's (1456) work o
natural kind, where preschoolers hald that o skaok shaved and other
wise supoertictally altered 1o look fike o raccoon, @5 o raccoon

Mominal realismowas deseribed by Paget (1967 and Werner anc
Kaplian (1963 as o normal feature of chiddhood m Western cullures
Through the age of six vears, children believe that the mome s insepar
aldle from the referent, Up b the ape of mine or ten, claldren continue
Lo beleve that things must bave o noome

Nimitarity and contagion: conirasés and similarities

TOIST OFERATION OF SIMILARITY AND CONTAGION
Since beliefs in both sinularity and contagion are widespread, and since
both focus on swenificant entities, we would expect both e operate with
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respect 1o some of the same cntitics, And they do, Both are aperative
with respect o attitudes o pork and other nonkosher foods ar com-
binstons of foods by kasher Jews (Nemerofl & Faein, 149849, He
sponses to offensive snimals or decay mmany cultures Tollow bih
Lws, Within Amencan culture, the correlations between degree of
Belie! m contigion and similarity, as gauged by o number of gquestion-
natre and laboratory tests, is positive, but very small (Rozin et al..
19561, There s na question that the laws can act independently. In the
cuse of sorcery, creating o replica of a person and then damaging itis o
pure example of similanty. Obtaining a persenal residoe (eg., hair,
fingernail paring) and damaging it is o pure example of contagion
Among kosher practices, rejection of soy pnitation bacon bils is o pure
example of similarity, and rejection of an cggroll thatt conlains oy
amounts of pork s a pure example of contagion.

In many situations, both laws operate simultaneously, Lo renforee
one another, Thus, Frazer ([1959] 18907 cites the Malay custom in
which a clay figure of an enemy is constructed Cstmrlarity ) neorporat-
ing residues from that person (contagion). The hgore is then scorched,
causig harm to the encmy Dy both L,

The Liws can operitle inscoguence, in situation we call contagion
by similarity. That is, the contagious entity 15 not the ariginal souree of
contagion, but s replica of it Thus, amaong the Moose of Burking
Fase, o medicine et will aid an individual in his ambition e be head
af o village includes a rock from the highest ot tarn, an cpiphyie
from the top ol a tll tree. the bark of a tree that Tell appasite to the
wind. and i piece of lion. These similanty-based entities are con-
pounded into o powder or burnt to charcoal aned then mixed with food
and ingested (contagion) (Fiske. personal commmunscation ). Among the
Haopi. the navel cord of a newhorn hoy s attached 1o an arrow sl
(contigion) <o he will become a good hunter (simlanty ) For the
Femade child, o strving stick s used. soothal she will become a good
conk. In o questionnaire used with college students o measure diszust
sensitivity, subijects were asked aboot the extent 1o wlnch they would
L discowrneed from consuming their Brvonte soup el was stirred by o
Lrand new comb. The new comly is g negative entity by sinudariry 1o
used comb. By stirring the soup, the principle ol contagion 1s engaged.
by s itemt similar oo disgusting e, Sixty-lour pereent of subjects
rated the stirred, previously favorite soup s newtral or dishiked as
result of this hypathetical mancuver. a clear example ol contagion by
simtarity, Similatly, stirring of @ favorie soup with a brand new
Avswalter resulted in eguivalent effects in 71% of subjects (data from
RFoan, Fallon, & Mandell, W),

In the same manner, we (Memerofl & Bozm, 19851 have Tound tha
many kosher Jews will reject akosher food that has been contaminated
by contact with a kosher stem that s sumilar to a0 nonkosher e,
Thus, 2% of our 36 kosher subjects were reluctint to eat vegeturun
lasaena into which o trace of vegetanan Bacon bits had Tallen, while
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Table A1, Comparisens of similariny and contagion

Stmilarty Comtagion

Sireailaeinnes

Tmape = ubjec Farallel 1o Part. = whale
Forward - backward donensinn Forwand-Tachwird dirnenswon
Posttive-nesative dimension Posative-negative danension

Bifferemees

Appearance - reality Appearance = reality
[ecreases wilh age Inereises with age

D7 were reluctant o car kosher chicken soup mto whaich o hrop ol
remicinry creamer had fallen,

In general, it seems that when a source s sufficiently negative, and o
person sufficiently swaved by the mageal principles i this conlest.
contagion by sumilanly can occur

COMPARISON OF SIMILARITY AND CONTAGION

Both Lws of sympathete magic Gand the law of oppasites, us well) are
cipirical gencralizations that supposedly deseribe anversal liws of
thought. The bws have notable similarines aml differences {(sumnmi-
rized i Fable 4010,

Stectfariies, Both Lows ere manilested e terms of lorward amd ek
wand cansation, and both have both postive and neeative tarms
Adthongh both Bave o bases in predicting events in the warld, both (ol
under some conditions, partcularly m the backward causation form. In
tHhis sense. there s something irrational about some of the appheations
of hoth Laws,

Phere is a0 close parallel between simulanty and contagion. The
mage equitls the object, a shorthand for smilanty, can he glossed as a
part of the abject (ies mwme or o), can stand (o the whole abjeet,
and behaves in significant ways (cop., with respect to backward causa-
Lo g s the real object, The part coptiads the whole, o gliss of ihe
holograplue aspect of contagion, represents basically the same relation,
Altheagh these two relations have heen distinguished as metaphoric
and metonymic (eog., Leach, 1970). they share the part/whole feature
e other words, both can be thought of as penerabiztions, or over

senerilizations.

ffterences, The fundamental contrase beoween the Bows s in degrec ol
sophistication, The Liw ol similarity can be glossed as ~appearance
ciuals reahey.” The Taw of contagion, nits emphasis on insensihle
traces of past iteractions, cmphasizes that appearance does not always
represent reality. The Tatter is clearly the more soplisticated, less
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sense-hased notion, Perhaps it is hecause of this greater sophistication
ol the law ol contagion that contagion scems (o increase with age,
whereas simularity decreases with e

{onclusions

This discussion has different functions for psyehalogmsts and anthropo-
logists. For psyehologists, it calls atention o unfamiliar cousims 1o the
fumiline Laws of association. These cousins, the laws of sympathetic
magic, call attention o phenoment gnored by psychologists, wlich,
capecially in the form of contagion, may have major implicitions fon
social nteraction. We hope to hamess the considerable expernmental
skills of psvchologsts i an etfort o explain these so far untouched-by
psvehology aspects of human thisught. For anthropologists, the essay
should serve s a rennnder of something familier, amd o reainder tha
although the Lws of sympathete magic are Tl we Know vers
little about how they operate, what they entul, thenr development, and
thetr pasvehologieal Dasis,

The laws of svmpathetic magic may well be universal beliels or laws
ol thought, The overtness of behel. and the domains i which tie lws
aperate, vary both across cultures and across individuals within cul
s, We beleve that the Tws are fauctors o decision making in LLS
culture. We have argued that the two lows are very different, b nol
apposite, m the degree ol sophistication that Hhey prosume. We hope
that this contrast, the ulguity of the Tews, and therr almost peeiing
atate as subjects of investigation will encoursge interest i furthe
caplorations
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