TONAL AND NAGUAL IN OTOMI THOUGHT: TOTEMIC SYMBOLS OF CARING!
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The terms "tonal" and "nagual" refer to the supernatural companion animals in which Mesoamerican Indians

believe.

The meoning of the companion animals for one group of Indians, the Otom/ of the Sierrc Norte de

Puebla, is analyzed. Most of the data for analysis comes from the teachings of a practicing Otom/ shaman. The
conclusion is that there is only one superhuman animal belief, which is described at different times with the two
Nahuatl-5panish words "tonal* and "nagual.” Both companion animal images symbolize a feeling of concern for the
sick patient and are utilized by shamans in curing rituals.

SUPERHUMAN ANIMAL CONCEPTS IN
MESOAMERICA

Some of the most interesting examples of
animal metaphors in human healing come from New
World Indian cultures. This article analyzes the
meaning of superhuman animal images in one
Mexican Indian culture, that belonging to the
Otom{ Indians who live in the Sierra Norte de
Puebla of Mexico [Dow 1974].

The functions of animal symbolism in New
World Indian cultures has received attention from
the symbolic structural [Lévi-Strauss 1962,
Reichel-Dolmatoff 1971] and ecological [Ross 1978,
Vickers 1978, Lizot 1979, Greenberg 1985] points
of view. Here it is approached from a therapeutic
point of view. The conclusion of this analysis is
that animal images symbolize the feelings of
concern by friends and family for a sick member of
their group. They facilitate therapeutic symbolic
transactions between healer, family, and patient.

An inconsistent use of the terms "tonal" and
"nagual” by anthropologists, writers, Indians, and
non-Indian Mexicans alike has marred the study of
superhuman animal concepts in Mesoamerica. This
does not mean there is no common thread running
through the different superhuman animal beliefs of
the different Indian groups. It simply means that
people using the words "tonal" and "nagual" in
inconsistent ways have made understanding this
common thread more difficult.

Because of this, Foster {1944:103] has sug-
gested that investigators make clear which words
are used by themselves and their informants and
how they are used. The Indians discussed in this
article use the Nahuatl word "tona" when they
speak Spanish as a gloss for their own Otom{ word
"rogi" meaning superhuman animal protector. They
use the word "nagual” only in Spanish for a
variety of evil beings labeled differently in the
native language. The most common of these is a
night witch [Mair 1969] called a "puxjwai" in
Otomi. This article avoids using the two terms in
ways inconsistent with the usage of the Otom{
informants; however, when the terms refer to
concepts possibly introduced by anthropologists
through their writings, they are capitalized
(TONAL and NAGUAL) to distinguish them from
hative lexemes.
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DATA GATHERING AND METHODOLOGY

Confusing the ethnographer's interpretations
with the ideas of the informants (Spradley
1980:10-12] is a common, yet serious, methodol-
ogical problem. This problem is dealt with here
by employing a semi-formal explicit method of
inference from original notes and interviews.
Thus, the interpretations of the ethnographer are
kept separate from the ideas of the informants,
and the interpretations are derived more explicitly
and in a more replicatable manner.

The information on which the conclusions of
this article are based was gathered mostly in the
summers of 1981 and 1982. After making research
visits to the area for other purposes during the
previous 14 years, I had become familiar with
several traditional Indian shamans. A friendly
shaman was selected for study. He lives in a small
hamlet in a remote region of the Sierra Norte de
Puebla. For a period of 2 months in each of these
summers, [ visited him from 1 to 3 times a week.
He was kind enough to teach me his shamanic
arts, and to allow me to observe the curing
practices. I spent most of the time quietly
observing. When the needs of the patients were
not great, I was able to chat with the shaman
privately about his work. The aim of the inter-
views was to have him explain the meaning of his
work as he saw it. All the interviews were tape
recorded and translated into written English. The
English translations were stored on floppy disks
with a fleld microcomputer and then transferred
to a larger computer database on return from .the
field [Sailer 1984; Dow 1982, 1983].

Another source of data was interviews with
other people, some of whom knew the shaman.
These interviews provided valuable non-expert
models of the superhuman world which put the
shamanic knowledge in perspective as the world
view of a specialist in the Indian culture. The
interviews were not transcribed like the shaman's
teachings. Written abstracts of the interview were
entered into a computer database which permitted
the location of all sections of the tapes relevant
to any particular topic [Saller 1984; Dow 1982,
1983). Thus, all informant comments on any par-
ticular topic can be looked up and played back
verbatim. 2


















