Evil Eye:

Forms And Dynamics of a Universal Superstition

Helmut Schoeck

Through time, societies around the world have associated many parts of the body with supernatural power or as the locus of one's mystical being. The heart and head, for example, have commonly been considered the home of the soul. Without doubt, however, it is the power of the eyes that has most often captured the human imagination. A glance from an evil eye can result in the hapless victim's death, impotence, frigidity, or affliction with a debilitating disease. In Europe the evil eye is well known. The French call it "mauvais oeil," the Germans "bose Blick," and the Italians "malocchio," and it is given a religious basis for reality in the Bible, which states, "Eat thou not the bread of him that hath an evil eye" (Proverbs 26:3). Calling upon ethnographic examples from the Pacific, Africa, and Latin America, Schoeck demonstrates that the evil eye is not restricted to the West; rather it is also a danger common to the Third World. Although the author errs when classifying the evil eye as a cultural universal, he is on the mark when he attributes the phenomenon to human envy. Moving from one society to another, the author makes clear that owners of this malicious force may be men or women (commonly elderly), strangers, and those with physical impairments, and that favored objects of attack are innocents such as beautiful children and precious farm animals. Through many unique and culturally specific examples of avoidance behavior, use of magical amulets, protective signs and paints, Shoeck demonstrates the unending variety of techniques used around the world through which people have managed to ward off a force of evil so odious that no person or thing is safe from attack.
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FEAR OF THE EVIL EYE IS MAN'S OLDEST AND most universal superstition. It is probably our most destructive one too, and it derives from elementary facts of human biological and social existence. Little wonder that this belief is still with us, hardly suppressed by whatever enlightenment our race has mustered of late.

First of all, what does the evil eye mean to the believer and where can we find him? In the United States he resides mostly in the Black Belt, in Southern states in general as well as in isolated mountain areas, in the Southwest with its Latin people and folklore, and in all communities with heavy immigration from the shores of the Mediterranean Sea.

A college student of Italian descent from Clarksburg, a town in the mountains of West Virginia, described the impact of the evil eye in a vein suggesting that she has not yet freed herself from the superstition:

There is a certain spell you cast on people. In Italian they call it the "malukes" [apparently an Americanized version of Italian malocchio, evil eye]. A person may get the "malukes" from bad eyes of someone who is envious of that person. The effect may be mild and yet people have been known to almost die of this evil spell. You feel very tired and restless. Many people get very sleepy and don't eat. Some become so ill that a doctor can't help them. The only thing that will take the spell away is prayers of a certain type. You must take an article of clothing with you when you are having the spell taken away. Usually a woman takes her brassiere. They also say salt drives away evil spirits. You may also hold your fingers in a certain way You usually have them horned. I have seen some of these things work. I don't know if it's true or not, but I guess if you have faith in something it will work.

A survey of a wide range of different cultures shows that the phenomena connected with our

reason Phyllis Williams in her study of Italian folkways in America found it hard to substantiate the belief in many instances, although she knew that its function cannot be overrated. But Italians never feel sure whether or not some jettatore is present, and rarely mention the subject. But whenever a friendly gathering of mothers with children, in Italy, Latin America, or an Italian neighborhood in this country, suddenly breaks up as soon as a childless woman joins the group, the wise observer knows what has happened. The frightened mothers just take it for granted that the barren women must envy their happiness and therefore cannot help casting the evil eye.

Throughout this paper we have called belief in the evil eye a superstition. But this does not make the fear expressed in the belief unrealistic. Undoubtedly, individuals who believe in the spell often do get sick. The literature abounds with cases of illness and even death of such persons. This is not too difficult to understand. Modern medical science recognizes so-called psychosomatic disorders. These are bodily disturbances, sometimes quite serious and persistent, which are primarily caused by emotional troubles. The effect of evil eyes most likely operates along these lines. An enlightened executive in our society may suspect the encroachment of a subordinate who conceivably covets his job. Thereupon the executive develops stomach ulcers. In primitive culture our executive would believe that the envious subordinate shot the evil eye at him.

There is, of course, no real link, no physical process between victim and jettatore. The whole drama takes place within the victim. Perhaps one of the most dangerous results is the feeling of utter futility. Cases are on record where a patient suffering from an ordinary illness refused to follow the doctor's prescriptions, or did it only halfheartedly, because he knew better. His illness came from an evil eye. Infant mortality among ethnic groups with strong belief in the evil eye often remains high despite efforts of public health agencies. Instead of rational childcare in case of routine disorders, parents apply magic to cure the child from the effect of evil eyes.

Cultural anthropology recognizes both realistic and unrealistic fears. Perhaps we should classify belief in evil eyes as a realistic fear, provided we keep in mind that it is basically the fear of our neighbor's envy and malice. Thus the fear of envious eyes is probably more realistic than many a tract on human relations written by our latterday Rousseaus who think man is good and only a particular form of society makes him evil. The belief in the evil eye reveals man's deep knowledge that, no matter what our station in life, what our fortune or assets, there will always be someone who is less favored by life. And he is a potential enemy.

From this perspective, the evil eye belief appears to be one of the most dysfunctional social controls in human society. That means, the more effectively it functions, the greater its harm to the welfare of the society afflicted with it. If a society lets belief in evil eyes go rampant, it lets itself be ruled by the envious. Consequently, any innovation, improvement, all activities conducive to economic growth - better health, changes in farming methods, in short, everything which has a chance of making one man and his family a bit more successful than the average - will be killed in its seeds. It can hardly be mere coincidence that cultural and economic backwardness correlates with an extreme incidence of the evil eye belief.

The most critical social relationship, as far as the evil eye is concerned, in all societies at all times is the guest-host relationship. A psychiatrist, Robert Seidenberg, in an article titled "On Being a Guest," described how an ancient problem reflects itself in the standard behavior of some of our contemporaries:

A guest compliments the host on his well-being or prosperity. If later the host should become ill or lose his

property, it is felt that the guest, being envious of the apparent health and prosperity of the host caused the latter

to suffer reverses. It, therefore, becomes improper to become too effusive in praise or compliments. If the

compliment is paid, the recipient attempts to stave off the consequences by minimizing his well-being in front of the

inconsiderate guest. He would say: "I only appear to be healthy; I really have many troubles." The propensity for

understatement about self, as seen in many individuals in our society, has its origin in this superstition [of the evil

eye]. With some people, business is never good. Their flag is the crying towel.

To the present writer it is of considerable significance that of all cultures, as far as he knows, only our contemporary American standard culture has developed enough indifference to evil eyes to make it obligatory for the guest to admire freely the host's good fortune and "conspicuous consumption," whereupon the host will simply say "Thank you" instead of enumerating all his invisible misfortunes. This little fact may be a better clue to America's unique economic growth than many volumes of statistics will ever offer.

