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ABSTRACT

[ want to examine the popularity and efficacy of culturally rooted health practices
in rural Mexico. In today’s world, medicine is advancing at a phenomenal rate. However,
traditional methods and values often come into conflict with contemporary medicinal
science. In my Medical Spanish and Latin American Studies classes | learned of the
importance of traditional medicine in culturally lush Hispanic countries. As a student
interested in pursuing a health career, | am very interested in the evolution of medicinal
practices in regions of the world to which the reach of industrial and technological
advancement does not extend. Mexico is an exemplary case, where folk medicine is a
well-respected and followed practice in villages. Mexican folk-doctors, called
curanderos, use indigenous herbs, concoctions, and spiritual rituals to heal. To what
extent do such remedies clash with modern medicinal recommendations? Is the life of the
folk-healer becoming obsolete and his practices antiquated? 1 hope to answer these
questions through my research, work with modern doctors volunteering around Puebla

and direct interaction with their patients, locals of the villages outside the city.

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE
The differences between the ways of life generations ago compared to today,
represent an evolution of technology and applications more than an indication of acumen.
People today are no more or less intelligent than they were centuries or even millennia
ago. Rather, the development of a society’s lifestyle i1s contingent on the epoch. Many
circumstances affect the course of humanity, ranging from religious and social codes of a
time to availability of resources, These account for life in any particular generation.

Naturally, the state of life is constantly changing; social, economic, and scientific
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modernization frequently leaves old habits and traditions behind. However, this does not
mean that the customs of the past are obsolete, regarding the art of healing:

The lore of home remedies is rich in superstition, ritual, and
magic. Fortunately, most of these concoctions and
ministrations are harmless, many make good common
sense, and some are actually scientifically sound...Chicken
soup is listed as a cure-all. This treatment has certainly
stood the test of time. In fact, the venerable Mount Sinai
Hospital of New York is now selling canned chicken soup
in its gift shop. And when all else fails, you can always
“hang your hat on a bedpost and drink whiskey until you
see two hats. (Beering)

Although home treatments such as chicken soup are still somewhat common in the
United States, their prevalence is on the decline. This is in part due to the minimal
potency of such methods passed along for generations. Although chicken soup helps
relieves cold and flu symptoms, it will not fully eliminate the sickness by itself. Some
traditional treatments are, on the other hand, not at all helpful. It may be that they are
based on superstition and folklore or just outright incorrect; in whichever case they are
harmful. While Varro E. Tyler, who spent time compiling home remedies from families
all around the Midwest, recognizes that “folk remedies are a curious mixture of sense and
nonsense” (2), he quickly highlights their usefulness:

Among the remedies are at least a few that were used, and

that continue to be used, because they were truly effective.

Some of the most significant drugs today-morphine from

the opium poppy, digoxin from the foxglove, ergotamine

from the ergot fungus-were discovered as a result of

observing the beneficial effects of ancient folk medicines.

(Tyler 4)
Indeed, one of the avenues of research currently explored is the potential of traditional

practices in advancing modern medicine.
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Modern medicinal practices grow in dominance despite studies that {ind effective
traditional methods. Is modern healing just more effective and practical than the older
ways? Is the progression away from these time-honored treatments of lore a part of
society’s move forward? | believe that the underlying reason for such change involves
both factors, but more so the strength of modern science to take and add on to the
benefits, or repair the adverse effects, of traditional practices.

In urbanized parts of the world, today’s knowledge has coalesced with established
practices to yield excellent results. For example, in his research Varro writes about the
potency of the foxglove plant, Digitalis purpurea. One of the old-fashioned American
remedies for “a weak heart,” (Varro 37) is syrup made from the leaves of this plant,
which the patient takes in teaspoon dosages every morning. Biochemical analysis based
on modern methods has found that the plant contains digoxin, a purified cardiac
glycoside, which augments the force of heart contractions. It is a very powerful
compound, and is now administered in exact doses to treat congestive heart failure and
cardiac arrhythmia. Professor Kwangwon Lee of the Neurobiology Department of
Cornell University. points out the positive influence of modern science in unearthing
harmful traditional practices. As an example, he cites the traditional process of making
soybean paste in South Korea. The culturally accepted method of making Cheonggukjang
was to hang up boiled soybeans in a warm place to allow fermentation. However, despite
being considered a healthy food rich in vitamins and nutrients, recent research correlated
high numbers of lung cancer diagnoses to Cheonggukjang’s preparation method. [t was
found that the unique drying method made the soybean prone to Asperigillus, a fungus

whose aflatoxin is a powerful carcinogen. Now of course science has found a process to
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make soybean paste that avoids such complications, albeit the final product “is not quite
as tasty,” Professor Lee adds with a smile. Thus, the vanguard of science and technology
seems 1o be the logical option for people to consider, and it certainly seems to be the
majority’s choice in cities and other well-developed regions. But what about the rest of
the world?

There is a great variety in traditional health practices from nation to nation, region
to region, even city to city. Latin America is exceptionally robust with cultural diversity.
Having studied Spanish language and aspects of Hispanic culture for over six years,
including my last two years at Cornell, my specific interest lies in the prevalence of
traditional medicine in Central Mexico at a time when modern alternatives seem to be the
vogue. The traditional medicine of curanderos holds a special place in Mexican history,
dating back to even before the colonization of the region by Spain in the 16" century.
Curanderos are traditional folk healers, who are dedicated to curing physical and spiritual
illnesses. They are respected members of the community who treat ailments with herbs
and natural remedies, as well as religious rituals, ceremonial cleansings, and prayers. The
folkloric aspect of a curandero’s work has always been in conflict with the modern world,
even when modern refers to the more advanced Spanish invaders: “Estas
[conquistadores] los ven [a los curanderos] como un peligro, pues es el representante de
aquello calificado como practicas supersticiosas reprobadas por el catolicismo oficial,
bien se tratara de creencias prehispanicas, espafiolas populares o negras™ (Quezada 11).
The Catholic Church, whose doctrine the Spanish conquistadores abided by, viewed the
curandero’s superstitious practices as dangerous. However, the Spaniards tolerated, some

might even say relied upon, the presence of the curandero as an extra hand in providing




Varun Ponmudi Dean’s Scholar
Summer Research

treatment for the more marginalized groups in the vast country, which would otherwise
have been near impossible to control. As Naemi Quezada puts it in her research on the
curandero for UNAM (Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México):

los médicos oficiales autorizados legalmente para el

gjercicio fueron insuficientes para cubrir el amplio

territorio de la Nueva Espafia, de esta manera los

curanderos fueron tolerados y tuvieron la mision de

resolver el problema de la salud en el campo y entre los

grupos marginados de los centros urbanos. Asi, el

curandero desempenia una funcion social reconocida por las

autoridades... (11)
Thus, traditional medicine, as embodied in the practices of the curandero and his
disciples, has incredible value to Mexican culture.

“:Quién es el curandero y cudl su function en la sociedad?” (27). Quezada asks
this question as a historical inquiry into the life of the folk healer. | ask the same question
with a contemporary perspective- who is the curandero and what is his function in the
21™ century society? More specifically, how does the curandero tradition and other old-
fashioned practices fare against modern medicinal practices in the rural villages outside
the city of Puebla, in central Mexico? In order to carry out this project I will participate in
a healthcare assistance program held by the government of the state of Puebla. Mexico.
Through this program, renowned doctors travel to villages outside the city and set up
small clinics to provide free modern medical treatment. Mexicans travel from near and
far to receive good treatment from these volunteer doctors. Since even people in poorer
and more rural areas of the city look to modern medicine to solve their problems, where
is the place of the indigenous practices? The success of this progressive healthcare

program reinforces the major question of my research. By spending time in the presence

of educated professionals in modern medicine as well as their patients of rustic origins, |
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can garner an understanding of the roles of modern and traditional medicine in rural

Mexico.







