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MAGIC SUBSTANCES AND NARCOTICS OF THE MOHAVE INDIANS*

By GEORGE DEVEREUX, Topeka, Kansas

The Mohave Indians attribute supernatural or
magical powers to several substances, which
interpreters usually designate by the term
‘drugs’, although, strictly speaking, they are
charms endowed with personality and with
power. However, since the Mohave believe
that the principal sources of success in human
life are dreams, charms play a relatively extra-
neous and minor role in their life and custom,
despite the fact that they have been more or less
co-ordinated with dream and ghost patterns.
The impression that this co-ordination is an
artificial one is strengthened by the fact that,
according to the Mohave themselves, these
magic substances do not ‘belong to the Mo-
have’, who have ‘no power over them’, but to
the Yuman Walapai and Yavapai Indians, and
to the Shoshonean Chemehuevi Indians.
Indeed, we find that the charm tcapany is
probably identical with the Walapai ‘drug’
tcipa’n, that greasewood is part of the pharma-
copoeia of the Walapai (Kroeber, 1935) and of
the north-eastern Yavapai (Gifford, 1936), and
that minerals (turquoise) are used as amulets by
the Walapai (Kroeber, 1925), the north-eastern
Yavapai (Gifford, 1936) and the south-eastern
Yavapai (Gifford, 1932). Since these charms
are believed to be ‘persons’, and since the
Mohave affirm that all intimate contact with
aliens is dangerous to them, it is not surprising
that these drugs should be both coveted and
feared. As a matter of fact, the final evil in-
fluence of these charmsisspoken ofas *hahnok’
(influence of, or infection from), and is speci-
fically compared to the so-called ‘foreign
disease’ ahwe: hahnok (foreigner’s influence).
Furthermore, in view of the connexion between
these charms—which, like shamanistic powers,
eventually turn against their owners—and such
typically Mohave elements as dreams of ghosts

* From the Musée de 'Homme, Paris.

and curative powers, it is to be expected that
charms should usually be owned by shamans
rather than by laymen.

I. MAGIC PLANTS

(@) Tcapany, or tcupany, is the root of a cer-
tain ‘weed’, which grows in the vicinity of the
Steffens ranch. ‘It smells like mint, and, when
it seeds, it looks a little like alfalfa.” ‘The
parched and ground tcapany seeds are merely
an ordinary article of Mohave diet, since the
power of tcapany is in its root.” ‘ We fear this
plant, because we have no power over it. The
power over this plant was given to the Cheme-
huevi, the Yavapai and the Walapai Indians.’
‘The Mohave have a little power over this
plant, however. They use it to cure theumatisms
and pains in the joints, since the tcapany weed
has the power to cause these ailments.” This
belief is obviously rooted in the theory that
witches can inflict upon their victims only those
diseases which they themselves are competent
to cure (Devereux, 1938).

The tcapany root should be handled and
owned only by shamans, since it has “dreadful
effects’ upon ordinary young men who presume
to handle it. In the same way those who, with-
out being shamans, presume to sing shamanis-
tic songs, will be seriously harmed by the power
of these usurped songs (Devereux, 1938). This
is, of course, the well-known °‘apprentice
sorcerer’ motif.

A bit of tcapany root, a little more than an
inch in length, is believed to bring good luck,
especially luck in gambling, and in love, to its
owner. Furthermore, should he walk or ride
about at night, the root will not merely protect
him against snakes, causing them to refrain
from biting him, but will even cause the snakes
to warn him of their presence on the road.

On obtaining the root, one must refrain from
intercourse and from salt and meat for four
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days. Should a man violate this rule, his joints
will swell, his tongue will become paralysed,
knots will appear on his skin and his blood will
be ‘corrupted’. This last sanction reminds one
of the belief that the ‘stronger blood’ of aliens
‘hits’ the ‘weaker blood’ of the Mohave who
come in contact with them (Devereux, 1937).

Case 1. A certain old man, who was still alive in
1933, used tcapany in the following manner: He
<hewed a bit of root, spat its juice on three fingers,
and then traced stripes across his calves and lower
thighs. The charm brought him luck for a while,
but, in the end, it ‘turned against him’, and
paralysed his tongue. He did not regain his
powers of speech until he was treated by a com-
petent shaman.

All informants agreed that the owner of this
charm must remain continent while actually
handlingit. Otherinformantsevenalleged that
tcapany frequently became jealous of its
owner’'s wife or mistress, and hence haunted
him, and even destroyed him. It is significant
to recall in this context that witches too, are
haunted by the ghosts of their beloved victims
{Devereux, 1938) and mourners by the ghosts
of their dead relatives (Devereux, 1949 a), who
attempt to lure them to the land of the dead by
having intercourse with them in dream.

(b) Talavey (or hataravey) tcukacis theroot of
a plant which, like tcapany, belongs not to the
Mohave, but to the Chemehuevi, the Walapai
and the Yavapai. It is used like tcapany, and,
like that substance, is believed to confer upon
its owner good luck, especially luck in gamb-
ling. Should a person whom the charm dis-
likes approachit, his entire body will be covered
with a rash of red pimples. The irrational dis-
likes of this charm are perhaps comparable to
the irrational dislike which infant twins some-
times conceive toward certain persons (Deve-
reux, 1941),

II. MINERALS

(a) Matata:vos or amatateus was described
by Hivsu:Tupo:ma as a powdered, blue and
yellow striped rock (turquoise?), and by Tcatc,
who said that quantities of matata:vos are to
be found on the other side of Wickenburg, on
the road to Phoenix, Arizona, as a ‘crumbly,
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fuzzy thing on rocks’. The Mohave have no
‘power’ over this charm, which belongs to the
Chemehuevi, the Yavapai and the Walapai
Indians. A person who acquires this charm
must remain continent for four days and must
not partake of salt or meat for the same length
of time. This substance is carried in a little bag,
which is worn either in the breechcloth, or else
under the clothing, against the skin. When the
owner of this charm goes to a dance or to a
gathering, the power of his charm will attract
the women whom he happens to like. ‘If he is
near her, she will be attracted to him and turn
toward him, and he will win her favour.’
However, since this charm does not belong to
the Mohave, its power will affect the owner the
way the power of tcapany does. In fact, the
power of this charm is so great that ‘it can
cripple not merely its owner, but also his close
relatives, who will dream of it and may even die
from its effects’. One is reminded here of the
belief that evil shamans bewitch mostly their
own relatives (Devereux, 1938).

(b) Hunyav(r)etcerk, supposed to bea mineral
substance, is likewise an all-powerful charm,
which people keep for the same reasons for
which they keep other charms. The person who
acquires this substance must remain continent
for four days and must eat no salt or meat for
the same length of time. When this substance
becomes malevolent, ‘it causes terrible head-
aches; one aches all over’. It is noteworthy
that, to the best of my belief, this is the only
occasion on which I heard a Mohave speak of
headaches.

(c) A substance, whose name I failed torecord,
and which may, perhaps, be identical with
hunyav(r)etcerk, is the charm most dreaded by
the Mohave Indians. The real nature of this
charm may, perhaps, be ill-defined, since some
informants described it as a powdered, glis-
tening and sparkling black-and-white rock,
while others stated that it is found on grease-
wood (Sarcobatus vermicularis) branches, The
Mohave have no power over this substance,
which belongs to the Chemehuevi, the Walapai
and the Yavapai Indians. This charm brings
luck for a certain length of time, but, in the end,



112

it kills its owner. Should one attempt to chew
this substance, it causes the tongue to become
stiff (Paralysis? Astringent effect?). In some
instances people who own this charm also
partake of datura. It was possible to record
onlya Yuma Indianinstancein which the owner
of this charm also drank datura.

Case 2. A female informant stated that she knew
a Yuma Indian who drank datura. ‘I was even
present at his funeral, because it took place the very
day (1933) on which I arrived at Fort Yuma, in
order to attend the cremation of my aunt, who had
married a Yuma Indian. This man was an ex-
ceptional shinney player and also excelled in all
other sports. He used to own some of this ground
white-and-black stone charm, in order to win
favour with the girls. When he died, his older
brother, contrary to custom, decided to keep the
corpse until next morning. When the other brothers
protested, he offered to remain with the corpse all
night, and told the others to go home. The younger
brothers were so indignant, however, that they
threatened to kill him: ‘Y ou will be the next one to
die’, they said. When, despite their protests, the
oldest brother refused to yield, they went home, but
onc of them became so indignant that he got drunk,
came back to where his oldest brother kept the vigil,
and stabbed him. The wounded man was eventually
found in a ditch, and was transported to the
hospital.” Informant hinted that this family tragedy
was caused by the charm which the dead man had
owned, since the behaviour of the oldest brother
was an unusual and highly irregular one.

(d) Katc humu:kwa, ‘the stone’, is a lode-
stone. In discussing this substance I propose to
deviate from the system of presentation adopted
for the description of other charms, and will re-
produce instead Mrs Tcatc’s account. This
narrative, which shifts from case history to
theory, and back to case history again, was
related in the tense, clipped ‘preaching’ style
of Mohave orators (Kroeber, 1925), which
conveys more convincingly than any formal
statement could the awe which this substance
inspired in a very level-headed and, on the
whole, rather sceptical, though old-fashioned
Mohave grandmother.

‘The lodestone is a ‘“*drug” which brings
luck, but also drives people crazy. They call it
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katc humu:kwa, which means ‘“the stone”.
They getit for luck. Itis usually a shaman who
gets it—not just anyone. They think that they
are lucky in love then—that they can get any
woman. They also think that it makes them
lucky in gambling. They carry it all the time.
When you carry something like that, you can-
not copulate with women, nor eat salt or meat.’

Case 3. There was, for example, Hulymédnyo:va,
a man of the Nyoltc gens, who got a lodestone
when he was still quite young—maybe twenty ycars
old. That was about ten years ago, around 1928.
He was living at that time at Blythe, with his wife,
Po:t. When he became sick, people claimed that his
illness was caused by that lodestone. They brought
him to the hospital here, at Parker. Dr Nettle was
our doctor then. You could hear him—he went out
of his head! They wanted to take him to Needlcs,
but old Yellowfish, whose wifc was related to
Hulymdnyo:va, said that they could not take him
away, although (or because?) they thought that he
was dying. He was out of his head and fought
everyone who came near him. This lodestone drives
you crazy and deforms you that way. When he got
a little better, they took him out, although he still
complained of pain in his hip. He got over it
eventually, but his whole hip sticks out now and his
knees are drawn up. Heisdeformed. He must have
had a way with the ladies, for when his wife Po:tleft
him because of his deformity, he married Mu:th,
a nice young girl just out of Riverside Indian
School, and had a baby by her. When Mu:th left
him, he married another young girl, Nyortc, who
had had a baby of uncertain paternity, which had
died. When Hulymanyo:va and Nyortc also
separatcd, he went back to Mu : th, perhaps because
they had had a baby.

Those lodestones are insanely jealous. Had
Hulymaényo:va observed the taboos, and had he
not married, he would have been all right.

Case 4. ‘His first wife Po:t is also believed to
havcalodestone. Maybe thatis why menkill them-
selves over her. (Po:t caused two men to commit
suicide.) Maybe she got it while she was working
at Fort Mohave. That must have been twenty years
ago. She is crippled and has funny noises in her
cars. Sheis just about deaf with them. But men
still love her. She lives at present with Kutenyam
Lyivec, a forty-year-old Yuma Indian. Her first
husband, Hulymanyo:va, is about thirty-one or
thirty-two years old (1938).
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Case 5. * We are not sure of it, but we also suspect
some other people of owning lodestones. One of
them is Ma:le, a Chemehuevi woman about forty
years of age, who is married to the manwhom A, W,
had allegedly raped in his youth’ (Devereux, 1950).

Case 6. ‘1 myself used to see lodestones when
1 was cooking for railroad workmen over there at
the Boundary Cone. Oneseesthese things indream.
These stones arc like living people. You find them
together, like villages. When you dream of them, it
seems as though all those little lodestones were
coming to visit you. They are real persons (ipa:).
You firid men and womeri among them. They have
souls. They have little children too. When one gets
sick, one sees all the little lodestone kids that are
coming to visit one. They were people, and had
children, and increased and decreased in numbers,
just like people. They do notdie. How could they
die when they are like ghosts (nyevedhi:)?’

(e) The attitude towards charms is, perhaps,
best revealed by the fact that Tcatc, after
speaking of insanity induced by witchcraft, and
its cure, spontaneously switched to a discussion
of charms. Hence it seems expedient to de-
scribe the attitude toward charms in Tcatc’s
own words.

‘There are altogether five such substances:
tcapany, hataravey tcukac, matita:vos, hun-
yav(r)etcerk, and the lodestone. They are all
people, and what I said of lodestones is true of
all of them. If you get sick from these charms,
you get to dream of young boys and girls
coming around you. Youmahnok them, as with
alien tribes. (Mahnok, from hahnok, means,
roughly speaking, a supernatural infection or
influence.) It is like the influence through
which you contractahwe: hahnok (disease from
contact with foreigners). It is not matadhauk
(witchcraft)—although you do go out of your
head, because you get very sick.

‘There is no one alive now who knows how
to cure witchcraft. It is not enough to be a
witch in order to be able to cure witchcraft.
You have to have special powers. The charm-
sickness can be doctored, however, by C.D.
But theahwe: nyevedhi: (foreign ghost) disease,
which you got because you are so much in love
with that girl who does not love you—no one
knows how to cure that ailment.’
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Case 7. ‘Nyaipatcem, of the Mu:th gens, was
a shaman who lived forty ycars ago. He was as
much feared in his time as C. D. or C. E. arc feared
nowadays. Yet even he died from one of those. He
got sick from that and was doctored by a Mohave-
Apache (Yavapai?) shaman, who is a relative of
your interpreter’s haif-sister—the one who is a twin.
In fact, he was that twin’s grandfather. This
Yavapai shaman, Tceyakam Uva:tha, also doc-
tored me when I got sick from a pain in my leg and
was partially paralysed. This man treated Nyai-
patcem and he got well. Two or three years later,
however, he kept on going out of his mind, and in
the end he could no longer speak. He wasinakind
of daze. He never acted as though he knew or
understood what was going on. He just sat there.
He stayed that way for about two weeks, and then
he died. This second attack came over him all of a
sudden. He lived on the east side of the river,
directly east of Riverside Mountains.

*The shaman who had treated him came to the
Mohave Reservation because he had married a
Mohave woman named Hualy, who had no English
name. They had three boys, two of whom dicd
young. The third, Ahma sokam (quail-soul), lived.
He, like his Yavapai father, was of the Tcatc gens.
The Yavapai also have the Culy gens, but no other
gens.* He was the father of your informant’s half-
sister, who was one of a pair of twins.’

III. NARcCOTICS

Datura meteloides, which plays an important
role in the ritual of the Dieguefio Indians
(Toffelmier & Luomala, 1936) is not thought of
as a genuine charm, although, according to
Kroeber (1925), persons who drink datura
are believed to dream for four days and to
acquire thereby luck in gambling. As a rule,
the few Mohave who use datura do so princi-
pally for the purpose of obtaining a narcotic
dream experience (Drucker, 1941). According
to my informants the entire plant, according to
Kroeber (1925) only the western foliage of
datura, and, according to Drucker (1941) the
root only, is pounded, soaked in water, and
wrung out, Theliquid is then left standing, until
the undesirable particles suspended therein
settle on the bottom of the container. The

* This is apparently incorrect (Gifford, 1932,
1936).



114

remaining liquid is then decanted and drunk.
My informants described the effects of datura
as follows: ‘If a person drinks datura, he will
walk around, and may even fall into shallow
water and sleep for four days.” At present, the
few Mohave who partake occasionally of
datura no longer soak it, but merely chew a
piece of the root.

Case 8. At X Indian school a bunch of Indian
school girls of various tribes drank some datura.
When the teacher found them, she did not know
what was the matter with them, and the girls were
unable to tell her what they had done, since, by that
time, they were ‘goofy’ and foamed at the mouth.
The teacher called a doctor, but even he did not
know what was the matter with them. The girls
recovered, however.

The nexus between datura, witchcraft and
suicide is made evident by the following case
history, which was published in full elsewhere
(Devereux, 1938).

Case 9. A shaman, unjustly accused of witch-
craft, drank some datura and drowned himself in
the Colorado River.

The relationship between datura, dreams,
witchcraft (case 9), charms (case 2) and tran-
sitory confusional states (case 8) enables us
to suggest that charms are the psychological
equivalents of datura, and vice versa. It is
quite probable that, in many respects, magic
substances, drugs and alcohol (Devereux,
1949) satisfy a constellation of inter-related
psychological needs, most of which are rooted
in the oral-sadistic stage, and are intimately
interwoven with death-wishes and with the
conscious denial of these wishes (Lewin, 1946).

INTERPRETATION

The integration of charms with Mohave
culture. Although the general problem of the
cultural integration of borrowed traits is be-
yond the scope of this discussion, it may be said
that usually borrowed traits either fill a major
need, or else serve to expand a conspicuously
significant cultural preoccupation. In the for-
mer case a vigorous new trait modifies the
existing cultural equilibrium, whereas in the
latter instance it reinforces it.
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Charms, being allegedly alien objects, and
hence dangerous ones, were—a trifle artifi-
cially—co-ordinated with the rest of Mohave
culture, without ever acquiring the significance,
for instance, of Plains Indian medicine bundles,
and without ever being able to contest the
primacy of dream experience as a source of
power and of luck (Kroeber, 1925). To be
specific, charms were co-ordinated with the
dream-power-witchcraft-ghost complex of
Mohave culture, thus preserving and even re-
inforcing the overallequilibrium of that culture.

The nexus between the power-complex and
charms is revealed in many ways:

(@) Despite the danger that a magic substance
may eventually turn against its owner, few
Mohave hesitated to acquire a charm. In the
same way few persons ever shrank from ac-
cepting shamanistic powers, despite the risk
that these powers might eventually ‘go wrong’
and cause their owners to become witches.

(b) When charms turn against their owners,
they destroy them, and sometimes even kill off
their families as well. In the same way, when
a shaman’s powers turn evil, he bewitches
mainly those whom he loves. The ghosts of his
beloved victims then haunt him, and attempt
to lure him to the land of the dead, until the
witch deliberately induces his victims’ surviving
relatives to kill him (Devereux, 1938; Kroeber,
1925).

(¢) Another point of similarity between
shamanistic powers and charms is the fact that
both are dangerous to laymen who attempt to
usurp them. This obvious Zauberlehrling
(apprentice sorcerer) motif, together with the
‘insane jealousy’ of these charms, probably
justifies an oedipal interpretation of these
magic substances and powers. This interpre-
tation is also supported by the belief that
charms bring luck in gambling— believed to be
an orally determined trait (Bergler, 1943); and
in promiscuous amorous pursuits, which, ac-
cording to psycho-analytic theory, are deter-
mined partly by a vain pursuit of a parental
imago, and partly by unconscious homosexual
tendencies (Fenichel, 1945). The unconscious
confusion between the maternal and paternal
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imago is probably determined by oral fantasies,
since, according to Mohave belief, unborn
children are ‘nursed’ by their mothers’ hus-
bands or lovers (Devereux, 1937, 1947).
Summing up, among the Mohave belief in
magical substances appears to be due to a
deviation, at the phallic-oedipal stage, from
‘normal’ (i.e. Occidental) psychosexual de-
velopment.

The unconscious significance of charms is a
matter of conjecture, although, from the view-
point of psycho-analytic theory, they obviously
fall into the general category of magical sub-
stances, whose infantile prototypes are such
body products as the excreta, milk, semen,
saliva and sweat. The first of these is mentioned
in Mohave mythology (Bourke, 1889) as the
means whereby the first act of witchcraft was
perpetrated. Saliva and sweat, which I have
elsewhere linked with milk and semen (Deve-
reux, 1947), also play a significant role in witch-
craft, as well as in shamanistic therapy. In
brief, there can be no doubt that magical sub-
stances, like shamanistic powers, are intimately
linked with infantile phantasies of omnipo-
tence. This inference is particularly convincing
if one recalls that shamans are, by definition,
persons who remember their intra-uterine
existence (Devereux, 1938, Menninger, 1939).
As regards the excreta, they play a significant
role in the myth which accounts for the origins
of agriculture and the end of large-scale in-
fanticide (Devereux, 1948 a).

Yet it is almost impossible to determine
precisely which body product is the ultimate
prototype of magic substances in Mohave
psychology. The most obvious source of this
difficulty seems to be the fact that, due to
Mohave child-training techniques, the oral and
anal stages of development tend to overlap with
the phallic and with the Oedipal stages, which
probably accounts for the paradoxical belief
that the first orally absorbed nourishment of
children is not milk, but semen (Devereux,
1937, 1947, 1948b). It is, hence, impossible
to do more than underline the significance of
oral elements in such practices as the chewing
of charms, the drinking of decoctions, and the
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pulverization of rocks, and in the belief that
these dangerous substances paralyse the ton-
gue—just as contact with rattlesnakes paralyses
the penis (Devereux, 1950)—and cause a loss
of speech. In this latter context it is important
to recall that the parents of a child born mute
are believed to have performed fellatio during
the mother’s pregnancy (Devereux, 1948b).
The most telling argument in favour of an oral
interpretation of these beliefs is, however, the
fact that charms and shamanistic powers are
closely connected with phantasies of omnipo-
tence, which, as is well known, belong primarily
to the oral stage. The fact that semen is so
systematically equated with milk is probably
due to the relatively complete fusion of the
‘partial drives’ with genitality in Mohave
society, which in turn, is made possible by the
fact that the various stages of psychosexual
development tend to overlap to an unusual
extent in Mohave development.

The fact that ‘ good’ charms and powers tend
to turn ‘bad’ in the long run seems to be due to
the successive emergence into the field of con-
sciousness of the two poles of an ambivalent
attitude, and probably mirrors the process
whereby good objects’, such as the mother or
her milk, turn into ‘bad objects’, such as the
denying and frustrating mother (Devereux,
1947) and faeces. Itis not improbable that this
process is ultimately responsible for the basic
characteristics of all ‘sacred’ objects, which, as
Durkheim has shown, are invariably thought of
as both sacred and dangerous.

Although the above interpretations are, ad-
mittedly, tentative ones, it is at least reasonably
certain that charms are adult representations of
infantile magical objects. The conjectural
nature of our interpretation is due partly to the
obvious paucity of ethnological material, and
partly to the fact that the entire psycho-analytic
problem of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ objects is still in
a somewhat chaotic state, and is far from being
universally accepted. A fuller and more dog-
maticinterpretation of insufficient ethnological
material, in terms of a still incomplete theory,
is, hence, undesirable, since it would violate the
most elementary rules of scientific discretion.

8-2
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