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ating defeat, and the uncharted seas of slavery --
leads us to the highly complex, multi-layered illu-
sions of minds reshaped by stress and trauma. Un-
able to cope with the intensity and suddenness of
their experiences, an entire psychoclass may reor-
ganize its structures of conscious being and its psy-
chic body. (Henri Ey, Traité des Hallucinations,
1973) This is partly in response to affects and
memories too painful to accept as part of the real
and rational world, so that the group of individuals
rejects the traumatizing event altogether or in part,
substituting a more acceptable version, in which a
different act altogether occurred, other people suf-
fered, the secret meaning of their suffering is dis-
closed, or they are the dominant beings or what
they do is praiseworthy and inverts their helpless-
ness.

These mind-generated fantasy characters
mixed with culturally-produced mythic heroes in
scenarios which parodied reality. Such hallucina-
tions were sufficiently constituted of real memories
to convince the weakened structures of censorship
and reality-testing that they were true perceptions
of experience. Because the phenomenon was col-
lective, the traumatized children of Sdo Tomé rein-
forced one another’s impressions of this pseudo-
reality. Fifteen years later, their pains were re-
newed by their forced marriages to black slaves
from the mainland, thus integrating African experi-
ences, memories, and myths into the Jewish con-
verso imago. Because those African slaves, too,
had to be shipped to Sdo Tomé, the central somatic
memory of the Jews' voyage absorbed retrospec-
tively the Africans' traumatic experiences as well.

The image of the voyage joins several
strands: the existential ordeal on the docks and of
the voyage; the culturally-inherited Jewish mythol-
ogy of journeys of exile and redemption; the rein-
forcing experiences of cruelty and abusiveness on
the island; and the integrated memories and tales of
the Africans they were forced to marry as a condi-
tion of manumission.

When social and economic life on Sao
Tomé became untenable in the last decades of the
16th century, the mestizo elite decided to move to
Brazil. Their mixed-race experience, hitherto ac-
commodated to conditions on the island, as a New
Christian-African class that formed the core of the
land-owning and governing population, underwent
a transformation. To get to Brazil they had to sail
across the Atlantic Ocean by ship. The descen-
dants of the original forced converts at once con-
sciously re-experienced the physical journey as an

exodus -- an escape from the hopelessness of the
failing island economy and social hegemony -- and
at the same time unconsciously re-established con-
tact with the more or less dormant images of Jew-
ish identity embodied in the myth of the journey.

The first journey by sea to Sdo Tomé
would have been ambiguously remembered. The
forced departure from familiar life to the harsh un-
knowns of a sugar and slave island condensed the
cumulative memories, apprehensions, and internal-
ized physical pains of the entire experience of the
group. The memory-image of this journey sup-
pressed for three or four generations was awakened
by the collective exodus to Brazil, and then, pre-
cisely because it was an unconscious, deeply so-
matic container of individual, group, and mythic-
historical meanings, provided means to begin the
healing processes for the trans-generational trau-
matic abuse of the children. For many, though ob-
viously not all, of the descendants of the original
young anusim (forced converts) a sign of their re-
covery was their eventual re-joining of the Jewish
communities established by the Dutch during their
brief rule in northeastern Brazil.

Norman Simms, PhD, edits Mentalities/
Mentalités and is a lecturer in English at Waikato
University in Hamilton, New Zealand. He may be
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A Therapeutic Relationship
Between People and
Their Geography in the Andes
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For the past six years I have been involved
in a research project with indigenous people who
live in isolated villages in the high Andes of Peru,
near the old Inca capital of Cuzco. One of the more
striking aspects of their lives is the therapeutic way
in which they interact with their geography. They
engage in meditative-like processes that experien-
tially connect them to nature and that establish
what they experience as a loving and mutually sup-
portive relationship with the non-human world
around them. Within this relationship they can call
upon their geography to serve as a therapeutic re-
source for problem resolution and personal growth,
and this in turn leads to a sense of intimate connec-
tion to the Cosmos, which has additional therapeu-
tic effects. I will begin by describing their world
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view from the perspective of one standing within
it, and then move to my more familiar stance as a
Western psychologist trying to make sense of a
philosophical tradition that has little in common
with our own.

Many of the meditations I have encoun-
tered in the Andes involve interacting with ele-
ments of nature (e.g., the earth, a river, a tree) with
specific therapeutic outcomes in mind. The actual
process for connecting with nature -- for example a
river -- was translated as "blending your spirit with
the spirit of the river." The way to accomplish this
blending is through "intent." Several different defi-
nitions are possible for the term, a useful one is to
think of "intent" as "sincere pretending." Through
this process of "sincere pretending," subjectively
real experiences emerge. After experiencing the
meditations for a period of time I found that the
"pretending" aspect began to recede in favor of an
experiential understanding of "intent" and how to
evoke it.

The selection of which element of nature
with which to connect depends upon the type of
effect that is desired. For example, sitting quietly
on the bank of a river you can connect your spirit
with that of the river and have your worries, neuro-
ses, and various other problems be gently washed
downstream. You can sit with your back against a
tree and connect with it to learn how to work with
vertical (transcendent) energy, and how to keep
rooted while reaching for the stars. You can stand
in the wind and ask it to help you expand your con-
sciousness. As the sun rises in the morning you can
ask it to help you focus and mobilize your energy
for the tasks you face during the day, while at sun-
set it can help you diffuse your energy in prepara-
tion for entering the mysteries of the evening: the
unconscious and dream time.

Specific to the Andean geography are the
Apus, the major mountain peaks in the area around
Cuzco, which measure an inch longer at night than
during the day. The high mountain peaks are ex-
perienced as some of the greatest spiritual beings
on the planet making it possible to connect your
spirit with the Apus, with the effect depending
upon the nature and role in the cosmos of that par-
ticular Apu (e.g., one Apu creates order out of the
energy of the universe while a different Apu rips
that order apart).

Of all the aspects of nature, the one that
plays the greatest role in the processes I learned is
the Pachamama, the great mother who is the planet
earth. A simple meditation for beginning an explo-

ration of these processes is to find an appropriate
place to sit on the earth, and then just experience
sitting in the lap of the Pachamama, the way a
child experiences sitting in the lap of a perfectly
loving and nourishing mother. Another meditation
is to lie on the ground, bare your navel to the earth,
and then give the Pachamama all of your problems
and worries, or ask her to give you what you need
to solve your problems within yourself. These sim-
ple processes can lead to peaceful and supportive
experiences.

Relationships are bi-directional, and thus
within this approach there is a corresponding re-
sponsibility for humans to reciprocate the love and
nourishment offered by nature. All of the ceremo-
nies I attended in the Andes involved despachos,
offerings made to various aspects of nature, par-
ticularly the Pachamama. These offerings are not
payments or bribes to nature for favors granted or
requested; they are instead a nourishing of a rela-
tionship, as a lover gives flowers to a beloved.
This has, in turn, evoked within me and many oth-
ers involved in this project a greater desire to sup-
port the health and well-being of all of nature, not
as a moral obligation but as a natural act of caring
for a loved one.

In addition to the benefits of calling upon
specific aspects of geography for specific therapeu-
tic effects, another level of benefit arises from the
general relationship with nature that is engendered
by these processes. All of these meditations pre-
suppose that nature can and will support and nour-
ish us; that the earth will absorb our problems, that
the river will take away our anxieties, that the wind
will expand our consciousnesses, and that a tree
will help us become enlightened. This can evoke a
strong sense of validation and support for our exis-
tence, as children of nature, compared to what we
may experience as children of Western society.
This, in turn, can assuage issues of purpose, mean-
ing, belonging, and connection to life.

This concludes my description of the ex-
perience of this Andean approach. Now I would
like to turn to the issue of the actual validity of the
worldview which supports these experiences.
Within psychology there are many ways to explain
the therapeutic effects of the meditations without
having to believe that there really are spirits to be
found in nature. For example, one approach is to
view the meditations and resulting experiences
within the framework of how we project elements
of ourselves upon other people and other things.
Another approach is to view the meditations as
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therapeutic metaphors, where we experience the
river as being able to wash away our worries be-
cause that is what rivers mean to us, they wash
things away. While these approaches serve the
logic of science, they also move us away from the
beauty of the experience (its true essence), as ana-
lytic thinking often does. We could, instead, ac-
cept the existence of a spirit in the river as being
literally true, and believe that it is willing to aid us
within the context of a loving relationship. We
seem to be faced with these two options: that the
meditations have an effect because we experience
reality "as if" the river had a spirit, or that the river
"really does" have a spirit.

The anthropologist Gregory Bateson, in his
efforts to approach the issue of the sacred (in R.E.
Donaldson, ed., 4 Sacred Unity, 1991, pp. 265-
270), directly addresses this dichotomy. He points
out that in the 16th and 17th centuries Catholics
and Protestants were killing each other over just
such a choice, arguing about whether the wine of
the Mass "really is" the blood of Christ, or just
"stands for" the blood of Christ. Bateson proposes
that both viewpoints are in some sense anti-sacred,
that the sacred lies in coming at the issue from an-
other direction. It calls for a mode of thought that
is unconcerned with the Aristotelian distinction of
true or false -- so emphasized in both science and
Western religion -- and is instead concerned with
beauty, harmony, health, and the sacred. This
other mode of thought is curiously slippery to con-
scious analysis and is inexpressible by prose. We
know this mode, however, for we use it when we
enter a theater, approach a work of art, stand at a
vista and view a sunset, or sit with our backs
against a tree.

Oakley Gordon, PhD, is Professor of
Psychology at Southern Utah University in Cedar
City. In addition to his research in Peru, he is
interested in Java programming. His most recent
publication concerns the pedagogical issues
involved in delivering an education over the
Internet. He may be contacted at
<gordon@suu.edu>. 1

The Yin-Yang of
People,Geography, and Health
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Life evolves as a force that dynamically
transforms us without our awareness. Freudian

psychotherapists and traditional Chinese medical
practitioners are likely to agree on that. That force
is psychic energy for Freud and gi for the Chinese.
Freud used an iceberg to explain the interplay of
the conscious, the unconscious, and the precon-
scious. The Chinese think of the body as a land-
scape full of five elements: fire, metal, wood,
earth, and water. Just as a psychodynamic thera-
pist would examine a person’s intrapsychic con-
flicts, a Chinese healer would manipulate a per-
son’s gi through, for example, the placement of a
potted plant or an aquarium. In discussing people
or earth or sea, the Chinese focus on the issues of
yin-yang (or opposing forces), the five elements,
and the dynamic relationship between people and
environment.

Throughout my childhood in Hong Kong, I
heard from adults which “dry and firey” food I
should not eat, what “yin and damp” place I should
not go, or with which “yin and damp” person I
should not associate. 1 did not really understand
how a dehydrated person could be called “damp,”
or why a catatonic individual could be “windy,” or
how one could be “woody,” living in a plant-free
concrete jungle of high-rise apartments full of
metal furniture.

My main question was: Why are people
described in geographic terms? Now, years later, I
am still examining what they said from the per-
spective of traditional Chinese medicine and begin-
ning to try to understand it from the Western psy-
chological perspective in which I am trained. I am
quite intrigued by the body-geography link and the
body-mind-soul connection, and have begun to
name myself "sealandsky" or "bodymindspirit" in
cyberspace.

Psychology, as we know it in the West,
does not exist in the traditional Chinese worldview.
It has not been popular in Chinese universities or
bookstores. To many modern Chinese, psychology
is only for the serious mentally ill. Some psycho-
logical insights, however, are introduced by way of
other fields such as philosophy, religion, ethics,
and medicine.

In lieu of Western psychological concepts,
yin and yang are major concepts in the Chinese
psyche. Including concepts of geography, meteor-
ology, environment, and health, yin and yang en-
compass the concept of opposites such as between
hill and valley, sun and moon, light and shade, hot
and cold, active and passive, positive and negative,
expansion and contraction, clear and unclear, and
masculine and feminine. I was and still am puz-




