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Magical Causation of Death  
in Archaic Societies

Cultural Anthropology in the Light of  
the Cognitive-Developmental Approach, 
Exemplified by the Scrutiny of Causes 
and Consequences of the Mystical 
Interpretation of the Death

Georg W. Oesterdiekhoff

1 Introduction

Numerous ethnologists and experts have report-
ed that adult humans of many traditional, archa-
ic, primitive, or premodern societies, at least those 
of the lesser developed societies among this type 
or range, do not understand the inevitability of the 
physical death. Huge percentages of the premodern 
or illiterate humankind did really believe that hu-
mans would never die due to aging, accidents, or 
biological processes. This does not imply that those 
peoples believed in the biological eternity of the 
physical appearance or individual life in this world, 
next to their belief in the immortality of soul. They 
rather took the belief in the possible indestructibil-
ity of a human’s personality and physical appear-
ance for granted without thinking about it or with-
out expressing this implicit assumption. They saw 
themselves and others living – without having any 
idea that really everybody of those has to pass away 
and vanish from earth physically. Hence, they took 
every death as a singularity but not as an occurrence 
that everybody has to face in any case earlier or lat-
er in life. Henceforth, they took every death as re-
sulting from violence in form of magic and sorcery. 
Without mystical interventions humans would not 
die because nobody dies for natural, biological, or 
physical reasons. Gods, ghosts, and sorcerers are 
said to be the single origins and makers of every 
single death happening in the world. Thus, a certain 
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link between the non-understanding of the inevita-
bility of physical death and the belief in the magical 
causes of death build and shape the primitive under-
standing of death in many traditional or archaic so-
cieties around the world.1

It is necessary to embed the analysis of the caus-
es of this phenomenon into an analysis of the gen-
eral worldview and physics of these societies. Ob-
viously, premodern people tend to interpret cosmos, 
world, and life more in terms of mystical than in 
terms of empirical relations. Thus, they do not only 
understand birth and death but more or less all em-
pirical phenomena such as weather and seasons, 
harvests and droughts, sickness and health, mishap 
and happiness as mystical phenomena. Additionally, 
just as they did not interpret death in terms of phys-
ical laws, they did not conceive any physical phe-
nomenon such as stars and oceans, epidemics and 
volcanic eruptions, winter and summer as material, 
empirical phenomena exposed to physical regulari-
ties. Thus, the analysis of the belief into the magi-
cal causes of death inevitably provides a systemat-
ic theory of the premodern reason and worldview. 
Numerous ethnologists and social scientists empha-
sised the mystical and magical character of the pre-
modern worldview, physics, and reason. Many of 
them referred this mystical worldview to laws and 
tendencies of primitive thinking typical for illiterate 
premodern peoples around the world.2

Some of them asked for the reasons for the ex-
istence of those forms of primitive thinking and for 
the duality of a more primitive and mystical think-
ing and a more rational and empirical thinking, the 
latter one bound to modern societies. Some ethnol-
ogists and social scientists applied the knowledge 
developmental psychology had provided to the re-
search of the archaic worldview and the evolution 
of the more empirical-rational worldview of the 
modern world. Children too tend to magical and 
animistic views and share core beliefs that are also 
prevalent in premodern societies. Furthermore, they 
initially believe not in the inevitability of the physi-
cal death, too. This opens the way to explain both 
this complex of death interpretation and premodern 
worldview by referring them to the knowledge de-
velopmental psychology has accumulated regarding 
the analysis of primitive, childlike thinking and of 
the evolution of higher stages of psyche and cogni-
tion in modern adults and modern societies. This 

 1 Lévy-Bruhl (1966:  20–25); Fortune (1963:  178); Frazer 
(1932:  300–305); Evans-Pritchard (1978:  113); von den Stei-
nen (1894:  348); Mair (1969:  30); Elkin (1986:  338).

 2 Lévy-Bruhl (1983, 1921, 1931, 1938, 1966); Evans-Pritchard 
(1978); Frazer (1994); Schultze (1900); Spencer and Gillen 
(1904); Fortune (1963); Hallpike (1979).

reference basis is the breakthrough in finding the 
theoretical foundation to this phenomenon, as nu-
merous experts have already mentioned.3

The analysis of this phenomenon of death inter-
pretation is by no means of ancillary relevance. Fre-
quently, the belief in the magical causes of death 
has led to a prosecution and liquidation of a human 
being who was said to have killed the person by 
magic. Natural deaths, interpreted as magical mur-
der, actually led to real homicides of completely in-
nocent persons being accused of having killed the 
dead by magic. These irrational homicides were of-
ten revenged by the victim’s relations and provoked 
wars and conflicts, thus causing many casualties. 
Some observers maintained that this absurd form of 
homicide and its revenge be one of the main caus-
es to the slow or even missing population growth 
and density of bigger parts of the premodern hu-
mankind. Henceforth, this phenomenon is crucial 
to the analysis of the social, cultural, demograph-
ic, and economical development of humankind in 
world history.4

2 Developmental Psychology  
and Ethnology resp. Cultural Anthropology

For over 100 years, authors of several social sci-
ences have been describing the relevance develop-
mental psychology plays or should play regarding 
the research of history and cultures, psychology and 
worldview of premodern peoples, and evolution of 
civilization and modern society. This idea was born 
in the era of Enlightenment and supported by many 
founders of several social sciences such as Comte, 
Carus, Bastian, Tylor, Haeckel, Lubbock, etc. Near-
ly every (!) classical author of child psychology, 
such as Preyer, Sully, Wallon, Baldwin, Hall, Stern, 
Wer ner, Janet, Claparède, Piaget, Blondel, Jaensch, 
etc., described similarities between children’s cog-
nitions and views and those of adult humans of pre-
modern societies. Werner dedicated one most influ-
ential book to these similarities, covering all central 
aspects of psyche and cognition. Piaget described 
them in nearly all of his books but dispersed and 
not in one central monograph as Werner had done. 
Both authors described the parallels regarding per-
ception, reasoning, categories of time, space, cau-
sality, chance, arithmetic, fantasy, magical beliefs, 

 3 Hallpike (1979); Werner (1948); Piaget (1974); Schultze 
(1900); Radding (1978); Oesterdiekhoff (2013a, b; 2009; 
2011; 2012a, c); Rockmore (1989).

 4 Frazer (1932:  300, 350) Lévy-Bruhl (1966:  57–60); Keysser 
(1911:  62 f., 101); Tylor (2005/I:  138); Oesterdiekhoff (2011:  
27–132; 2013a:  183–194).
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social and moral ideas, etc. Many experts, among 
them Allier, Murphy, Schultze, Vier kandt, Cas sirer, 
Werner, Kaplan, and Blondel, especially in the time 
span 1900–1940 interpreted the knowledge about 
premodern worldview, customs, and religion which 
social sciences had accumulated, in the frame of 
developmental psychology. Many leading authors 
prognosticated that developmental psychology 
would be the theoretical foundation to all humani-
ties and social sciences with reference to the expla-
nation of history and culture, worldview, religion, 
and mentality. These voices belonged to the elite 
of its time.5

Postcolonial era, damaged self-esteem of the 
West due to the wars, oblivion of the own past, and 
diminishing exposure to primitive phenomena be-
longed to the causes of the decline of this approach 
after 1945 and especially after 1980. However, the 
decline of the developmental approach in favour of 
“cultural relativism” and “universalism of mind” 
was not backed by empirical data. The cross-cul-
tural empirical research in mentality, worldview, 
and psyche of premodern peoples has been contin-
uing in evidencing the above-mentioned develop-
mental theory. Piagetian “Cross-Cultural Psychol-
ogy,” blooming especially between 1960 and 1990, 
supported the developmental assumptions men-
tioned, and falsified the two leading ideologies of 
today. More than 1,000 empirical surveys found 
a far-reaching lack of the adolescent stage of for-
mal operations among premodern populations, that 
is, among illiterate, traditional, or backward social 
milieus within the developing countries. This psy-
chological stage is predominantly bound to the ed-
ucated and modern milieus within the developing 
and developed nations. Premodern peoples usu-
ally stay on preoperational or concrete-operation-
al stages, those stages which modern humans sur-
mount during adolescence. Many single and strange 
phenomena ethnology has described have to be re-
ferred to the structures developmental psycholo-
gy had researched and documented. There is hard-
ly any crucial ethnological phenomenon regarding 
mental issues which does not find its coherent ex-
planation against the background of developmental 
psychology.6

The second branch of cross-cultural psychology, 

 5 Stern (1924); Schultze (1900); Lurija and Vygotskij (1992); 
Bühler (1930); Werner (1948); Zeininger (1929); Piaget 
(1969, 1974, 1975).

 6 Berry and Dasen (1974); Dasen (1977); Eckensberger et al. 
(1979); Hallpike (1979); Rockmore (1989); Lurija (1982); 
Mogdil and Mogdil (1976); Oesterdiekhoff (2009; 2011; 
2012a, b, c; 2013a, b); Oesterdiekhoff and Rindermann 
(2008).

psychometric intelligence research, has come to the 
same conclusion. Every premodern population, no 
matter of which race, continent, and culture it may 
stem, scores below the IQ of 75 when compared to 
modern standards. The North Americans, the Eu-
ropeans, and the Japanese scored below 75 before 
1930, too. They raised their scores from generation 
to generation, especially due to the rise of school 
education, job enrichment, and further cultural im-
provements. This fact, named Flynn effect, is now 
observable worldwide. Formal operations and ris-
ing IQ scores conquer the world for more than 100 
years, whereas premodern peoples stood on lower 
stages of psychological development and intelli-
gence as well. The lower scores correspond to pre-
operational and concrete operational stages, while 
the higher scores match formal operations. Both re-
search industries evidence the lower mental or de-
velopmental age of premodern humans and the rise 
of psychological summits in dependence of mod-
ernisation.7

Obviously, cross-cultural research has evidenced 
leading approaches of former decades and falsified 
the today’s leading assumptions. Even the recent 
cross-cultural surveys of the past decades prove the 
validity of the early findings of Werner, Piaget, Luri-
ja, Elias, and many other classical representatives of 
cultural anthropology, psychology, and sociology.

Hallpike (1979) defined that premodern humans 
share children’s qualitative development (stage po-
sition) but differ from them in their quantitative 
development (experiences and knowledge). Ob-
viously, this is the right definition. Though, while 
Hallpike estimated the relevance of the quanti-
tative aspect in shaping reason and action higher 
than the qualitative aspect, I regard it the opposite 
way. To my opinion, the overall commonalities of 
the two groups considerably override the differenc-
es between them, that is, the qualitative common-
alities weigh more than the quantitative differences 
(Oesterdiekhoff 2013a:  49–78; 2011:  40–60; 2009:  
112–129). I identify this equation be the most im-
portant discovery across humanities and social sci-
ences, delivering the key to formulate the general 
theory of humanities and social sciences. Only the 
developmental theory of history and culture, bas-
ing on these insights and foundations, corresponds 
to the role of Darwin’s evolutionary theory to biol-
ogy and Newton’s contribution to physics. Thus, it 
basically lifts the social sciences and humanities to 
higher stages of theory building and scientific hori-

 7 Flynn (2007); Maistriaux (1955); Oesterdiekhoff (2009:  82–
98; 2011:  40–76; 2012b, c); Oesterdiekhoff and Rindermann 
(2008).
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zons previously unreached and mostly unexpected 
(Oesterdiekhoff 2013b; 2013a:  581–602; 2012a, c; 
2011:  206–220; 2009:  410–420).

Bastian, Baldwin, Piaget, Werner, and Lurija had 
been the essential cornerstones of the developmen-
tal research regarding the relationship ontogeny/his-
tory. After World War II, Hallpike (1979), Haber-
mas (Rockmore 1989), and Radding (1978) wrote 
influential studies regarding this relationship. I have 
written 11 books and numerous essays on this sub-
ject. I have shown that the ethnology of worldview 
and reason is completely dependent on the knowl-
edge developmental psychology has accumulated. 
I have presented data that demonstrate the preva-
lence of preoperational and concrete operation-
al structures among every premodern civilisation, 
world region, and continent, and the rise of stag-
es during modernisation. I have broadly evidenced 
that the developmental approach explains or illu-
minates the history of economy, population, soci-
ety, culture, politics, sciences, philosophy, religion, 
customs, law, etc.

3 The Mystical Worldview of Premodern Societies

Uncountable ethnographers have described the 
mystical worldview and reason of premodern cul-
tures around the globe. Many experts have empha-
sised that the extent of mysticism and magic in pre-
modern societies is tremendously larger than that of 
modern societies. Premodern societies tend to re-
gard every birth and death, rain and sunshine, sea-
son changes and the movement of the heavenly bod-
ies, epidemics and catastrophes, health and sickness 
as mainly mystical phenomena, made by the will 
of gods, ancestors, sorcerers, and witches. Instead 
of empirical causes they rather focus on mystical 
beings as makers even of the everyday phenomena 
such as rain and sunshine, happiness and mishap, 
successes and accidents.

Les primitifs (au sens conventionnel que l’on donne à 
ce mot) tout en distinguant fort bien du cours ordinaire 
des choses ce qui leur paraît surnaturel, ne l’en séparent 
presque jamais dans leurs représentations. Le “sens de 
l’impossible” leur manque. Ce que nous appellerions mi-
racle est banal à leurs yeux, et peut souvent les émou-
voir, mais difficilement les étonner. Les événements qui 
les frappent ne procèdent pas réellement des “causes 
secondes”, mais sont dus à l’action de puissances invi-
sibles. Le succès ou l’échec des entreprises, le bien-être 
ou le malheur de la communauté, la vie et la mort de ses 
membres dépendant à chaque instant de ces puissances, 
des “esprits”, des influences, des forces, en nombre incal-
culable, qui entourent le primitif de toutes parts, et sont 

les vraies maîtresses de son sort. Bref, à en juger par ce 
qu’il se représente et ce qu’il craint continuellement, il 
semblerait que le surnaturel même fît partie pour lui de la 
nature (Lévy-Bruhl 1931:  vii).

Evans-Pritchard (1978:  60–76) in his influential 
book on the Azande of Sudan described at length 
that these people tend to interpret every common 
phenomenon, such as a heavy rainfall, a human’s 
fall over a tree root, a hurt in a body part, an un-
pleasant behaviour of a neighbour, a dispute with a 
family member, a conflict with somebody’s wife, an 
unsuccessful fish, or game hunting, or whatever, as 
something that happened due to mystical and mag-
ical influences. Expected and wishful phenomena 
appear due to magical protection, prayers, and sac-
rifices dedicated to gods and ancestors. Unexpected 
and unpleasant phenomena reveal the activities of 
punishing gods, or malevolent witches, or sorcerers. 
As well as these people regard even the break of a 
jar into single parts or a fall from a stool as mysti-
cal phenomena caused by magic, they tend to regard 
the chain of all occurrences, the whole reality, the 
whole life of people down to the smallest details as 
mystical phenomena. 

More developed and more disenchanted people 
such as most modern people tend to reserve mysti-
cal influences to really unexpected occurrences or 
extremely improbable incidents such as flood catas-
trophes or extraordinary rescues from aircraft acci-
dents. People such as the Azande, however, tend to 
interpret every breakdown of a house or any uncom-
mon behaviour of cattle as proof of magical effects. 
Lévy-Bruhl is one of the many ethnologists who 
have demonstrated that these tendencies are to find 
among all tribal societies and agrarian civilisations 
around the world. They are by no means limited to 
tribal societies but are common in ancient China, In-
dia, pre-Columbian America, and medieval Europe. 
Of course, the mystical interpretation penetrates 
stronger in illiterate tribal societies, but it is preva-
lent across all premodern societies, with somewhat 
diluting degrees only in more sophisticated milieus. 
Uncountable ethnographers and historians have de-
tailed that premodern peoples see the empirical fac-
tors only as a medium or as a hull that conceal the 
mystical factors as the true incident makers. Behind 
the attacking predators, ambushing enemies, raping 
soldiers, flood or thunderstorm devastations, epi-
demics, etc. are sorcerers, witches, gods, ancestors, 
or ghosts working as the true origins of these occur-
rences. Mystical influences make every lucky inci-
dent or every mishap happening to every single in-
dividual in the world. Benevolent divinities or own 
successful magic procure every common or lucky 
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occurrence. Punishing divinities or beings practis-
ing magic cause every misfortune in the world, from 
a rainfall too strong over toothache to scanty harvest 
or divorce.8

Au contraire, le primitif se représente fort bien l’inter-
vention des puissances invisibles dans le cours des phé-
nomènes naturels. Mais il la croit très fréquente, ou, pour 
ainsi dire, continuelle. Il essaie constamment, selon les 
cas, de la provoquer ou de la combattre (Lévy-Bruhl 
1931:  xxxvi).

According to Evans-Pritchard, Lévy-Bruhl and 
numerous authors more, premodern peoples do 
not know “chance,” “causality,” and “probability.” 9 
Modern people regard the occurrences happening 
in the world in the light of these “Kantian” catego-
ries, premodern peoples rather in the light of mysti-
cal forces. Developmental psychologists have evi-
denced that modern children by their seventh year 
of life do not grasp these Kantian categories, too. 
The development of the categories unfolds step-
wise, dependant on the succeeding cognitive stag-
es (Piaget 1969, 1975). Instead of these categories 
children use magical terms.

When a child is struck by a door which a gust of wind has 
closed, the child will find it difficult to believe that neither 
the wind nor the door had the intent of hurting him; he 
will certainly see the interaction of causes which brought 
him near the door, and also what caused the door to move, 
but he will not admit their independence. It is this fact 
which will not let him see the event as fortuitous. On the 
other hand, he does not recognize that chance character-
izes daily happenings (social, meterological, etc.) because 
he fails to notice the interactions of phenomena (e.g., the 
relationship between night frosts and the flowering of a 
fruit tree). In brief, the alternatives which have kept the 
child (as well as the primitive mind) from constructing 
the idea of chance are his recognition of either an interac-
tion of causes with no recognition of their independence, 
or their independence without realizing their interaction 
(Piaget and Inhelder 1975: 1 f.).

The Kantian categories such as “causality,” 
“chance,” and “probability” unfold due to the rise 

 8 As implying cultures worldwide, see Lévy-Bruhl (1966:  22, 
179, 251; 1938:  37; 1931:  31); Oesterdiekhoff and Rinder-
mann (2007); regarding South Pacific, see Malinowski (1981:  
137); regarding Africa, see Mair (1969:  30, 102, 127, 212); 
Signer (2004:  183, 360 f.); Mbiti (1974:  55); Schoormann 
(2005:  289, 393); Middleton (1999:  45, 47, 79); regarding 
European antiquity and Middle Ages, see Luck (1990:  64); 
Angenendt (2009:  102, 115, 149); Thomas (1980:  81–90); 
and regarding native tribes in South America, see von den 
Stei nen (1894); Lizot (1982:  164).

 9 Lévy-Bruhl (1966:179; 1938:  43); Fortune (1963:  150); Mül-
ler (2004:  24); Thomas (1980:  81); Evans-Pritchard (1978:  
60–76); Oesterdiekhoff (2002; 2006; 2009:  203–260, 344–
368; 2011:  87–132; 2013a:  115–194).

of the concrete operations. With the formal opera-
tions later they attain a much more sophisticated us-
age. Accordingly, magical and mystical terms start 
to disappear with the concrete operations and final-
ly vanish with the formal operations. Modern chil-
dren tend to interpret occurrences in magical terms 
strongly by their seventh year of life, to an increas-
ingly smaller degree by their tenth year of life. They 
have the same mystical worldview as the premodern 
peoples have, basing on the same animism, magic, 
mystical participations, and conceptual realism.10 
People on the adolescent stage of formal operations 
interpret the world then in terms of empirical-causal 
categories and surmount the mystical view (Piaget 
1969; Piaget and Inhelder 1975).

Last but not least: who are the mystical beings 
steering all occurrences? Every object and every 
being has the power to submit mystical and magi-
cal influences. God of the heaven, gods, ancestors, 
and magical kings are the most powerful magicians. 
Next to them are humans, animals, plants, stones, 
rivers, and any other object such as leaves, roots, 
weapons, chairs, or whatever can emanate magical 
influences.11

4 Birth and Death as Mystical Phenomena

Sickness and health, birth and death are believed 
to be mystical phenomena in every premodern so-
ciety. Mystical beings create sicknesses and magi-
cians cure them by removal of the malevolent magi-
cal influence. Hence, health originates in successful 
magical protection. This belief in the magical cau-
sation of health and sickness is documented for all 
premodern societies and has existed up to the era of 
Enlightenment.12

Dans un grand nombre de sociétés primitives, en présence 
d’une maladie grave ou d’une mort, la mauvaise influence 
à laquelle on pense tout de suite, si ce n’est pas la colère 
d’un ancêtre, est à coup sûr l’action d’un sorcier. … Mais 
pour la mentalité primitive, qui ignore tout de ce proces-
sus, être gravement malade (ne pouvoir plus marcher, ni 
se tenir debout, ni manger, etc.), c’est là précisément être 
ensorcelé. La maladie n’est pas seulement suscitée par le 

10 Piaget (1969, 1975); Bühler (1930); Ellwanger (1980); Ge-
sell (1954); Stern (1924); Werner (1948); Schultze (1900); 
Zeininger (1929); Oesterdiekhoff (2009:  203–260, 344–368; 
2011:  87–132; 2013a:  115–194).

11 Lévy-Bruhl (1931:  100); Fortune (1963); Frazer (1994); 
Schultze (1900:  209–246).

12 Signer (2004:  232); Lévy-Bruhl (1966:  22, 273; 1921:  232–
239; 1931:  169–190); Luck (1990:  64); Middleton (1999:  
45, 47); Mair (1969:  121); Evans-Pritchard (1978:  55, 172, 
270 ff.); Oesterdiekhoff and Rindermann (2007).
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sorcier: elle consiste en l’ensorcellement même (Lévy-
Bruhl 1931:  168, 169). 

Mystical beings cause the birth and death of eve-
ry single individual. There are tribal societies who 
believe that human sorcerers make the children. 
Usually, gods and ancestors create the neonates by 
magic, especially by metamorphosis via reincar-
nation or by other magical procedures.13 In more 
developed societies, such as ancient and medieval 
Europe, the belief into the role of magicians and 
ancestor gods as makers of babies diminishes to a 
certain degree in favour of the role of the higher 
gods. I would strongly emphasise that the Christian 
contention “God gives and takes the life” was no 
phraseology but a concrete and literal idea in former 
times. God was believed to make every individual 
baby by himself.14

The belief in the magical causation of every sin-
gle death is to be seen against this background. As 
premodern people regard every “incidental” phe-
nomenon as a mystical one, as they regard every 
death as a mystical and magical phenomenon. They 
do not accept accidents, assassinations, predator at-
tacks, diseases, heart stroke, or loss of bodily func-
tions due to aging as causes to death. Either they do 
not see the for us obvious factors at all (aging, dis-
ease, etc.) or they regard them (accidents, etc.) but 
value them not as factors but only as the hull or the 
medium the mystical forces use to accomplish their 
deadly intentions. In this case, the for us natural fac-
tor is only a tool for the mystical factor which is the 
real cause. Without reference to magic the true factor 
or causation of death is not discernible in their view.

Tribal societies seem to emphasise the role of 
human’s magic higher than the role of ancestors or 
divinities or at least to the same rate. A survey on 
194 severe incidents, mostly deaths, in Africa (Zim-
babwe) ascertained that the people involved named 
sorcerers as causers to the incidents by 55% of the 
194 cases, divinities by 25%, and the rest to other 
causers (Mair 1969:  212). Another survey among 
the African Tonga found out that they usually em-
phasise more the role of ancestors than that of sor-
cerers (Schoormann 2005:  393). The study of Ev-
ans-Pritchard (1978:  72, 99, 101) on the Azande 
only seems to know the impact of human magicians 
as causers to death, widely but not fully ignoring 
the role of divinities. Fortune (1963) with regard to 

13 Frazer (1994:  151, 197, 327); von den Steinen (1894:  362–
364); Mbiti (1974); Elkin (1986); Spencer and Gillen (1904); 
Lienhardt (1987:  39).

14 Waardenburg (1980:  40 f.); Meinhold (1980:  145); Oester-
diekhoff (2013a:  183–185).

the Dobu Melanesians, Spencer and Gillen (1904) 
with regard to Black Australians, Keysser (1911) 
and Lehner (1911) with regard to the Papua mediate 
the same impression. However, the overall picture 
seems to be that even these peoples attribute death 
either to divinities and ancestors or to human magi-
cians as well.15 The more developed a society is the 
more probable is it that gods will overtake the role 
of causing deaths at least to some rate. Medieval Eu-
rope knows better god’s impact with this regard than 
the role of sorcerers and witches.16 Henceforth, it is 
not only probable but obvious that illiterate tribal 
societies emphasise more the role of humans than 
that of gods in causing deaths magically, at least 
in comparison to more developed cultures. In any 
case, it is widespread in premodern societies that 
people discuss in death cases whether god, ances-
tors, ghosts, witches, or sorcerers were the respec-
tive death makers or assassins (Schoormann 2005; 
Evans-Pritchard 1978:  300–306).

Developmental psychology can help to illumi-
nate these relations. Children of modern societies 
by their seventh year (or ninth year at the latest) 
make no difference between divinities and humans 
as magical makers of incidents. After their ninth 
year of life modern children completely deny the 
magical capacity of humans but see only God as the 
single magician.17 The indifference of illiterate so-
cieties, especially tribal societies, with reference to 
humans, ghosts, or divinities as possible makers of 
incidents generally and deaths specially matches to 
the same indifference of the younger children. The 
probable overweight of God related to sorcerers and 
witches with this regard in ancient and medieval Eu-
rope (and China, too) corresponds to psychological 
stages beyond the preoperational stage, respective-
ly, beyond the seventh developmental year (Oester-
diekhoff 2013a:  183–194).

I  maintain that not social structures or demo-
graphic problems are the causes to this belief of 
magical assassinations but only the developmental 
stage of these premodern peoples. Premodern peo-
ples assume that humans and divinities control eve-
rything happening in the world by magic. Develop-
mental psychology has found out that humans on 
preoperational or concrete-operational stages regard 
all occurrences as made by personal beings. Modern 
children surmount magical beliefs after their ninth 

15 Lévy-Bruhl (1931; 1938; 1966:  44, 165–226); Middleton 
(1999:  79, 253); Frazer (1994:  151, 197); Oyibo (2004:  135); 
Müller (2004:  24); Mair (1969:  63).

16 Waardenburg (1980:  40 f.); Meinhold (1980:  145); Delumeau 
(1985 I/II).

17 Piaget (1975); Ellwanger (1980); Zeininger (1929); Thun 
(1959).

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2016-1-224
Generiert durch IP '3.22.61.125', am 07.06.2024, 10:17:45.

Das Erstellen und Weitergeben von Kopien dieses PDFs ist nicht zulässig.

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2016-1-224


230 Berichte und Kommentare

Anthropos  111.2016

year of life.18 Though, premodern people surpass 
magical ideas and practices never in their lifetime. 
Numerous authors worked out that children’s magic 
is the single root of the premodern magic.19 Thus, 
premodern people cannot avoid looking for magical 
agents that produce all incidents including deaths. 
They identify every death with murder, because they 
see all incidents in terms of actions and intentions. 
Henceforth, death cases automatically lead to ques-
tions about motives and causers behind. Children of 
modern societies by their sixth year of life are said 
to identify likewise every death with violence and 
murder (Gesell 1954:  167; Bettelheim 1997: 54). 

Moreover, the fact of the universality of the equa-
tion of death with assassination exerted by divini-
ties and humans in premodern societies is connected 
to the universality of the lower psychological stag-
es premodern humankind occupies. I add that only 
the cognitive-developmental approach explains this 
most impressive phenomenon. The more the peo-
ples stay on the preoperational stage the more they 
emphasise the role of humans as magical killers. 
The more they move somewhat higher to the con-
crete operational stage the more they earmark the 
role of divinities, too. Modern peoples staying on 
formal operational stages continuously and finally 
surpass the mystical interpretation of death at all 
(Oesterdiekhoff 2013a:  183–194).

5 How Magicians Kill Humans

I present now some typical forms of interpreting 
death incidents as magical assassinations, wide-
spread in premodern societies around the globe. 
Even the real assassinations in form of wars, hom-
icides, or predator attacks are seen as a hull that 
conceals the true – the magical – assassination. For 
example, predator attacks leading to death of the 
victim are widely seen as magical attacks. Either 
people believe that the magician ordered or influ-
enced the beast to kill the person or they assume 
that the magician transformed himself to the ani-
mal. Premodern people believe worldwide that ma-
gicians can transform to all kinds of rocks, plants, 
animals, and humans. We know that this kind of be-
lief in metamorphosis has been a worldwide belief 
basing on magic and religion, too.20 The preopera-

18 Piaget (1975, 1969); Ellwanger (1980); Stern (1924); Zeinin-
ger (1929); Bühler (1930).

19 Schultze (1900); Zeininger (1929); Rockmore (1989); Hall-
pike (1979); Oesterdiekhoff (2002; 2006; 2007; 2009; 2011; 
2013a, b); Werner (1948).

20 Eliade (1975); Elkin (1986); Fortune (1963); Frazer (1910); 
Lévy-Bruhl (1930, 1938, 1983).

tional stage of psyche and reason is the origin of the 
belief in metamorphosis. Modern children believe 
in the metamorphosis of cats into dogs or humans 
into ghosts, etc. by their sixth year of life. The non-
understanding of the invariance of the kind is part 
of the non-understanding of the invariance of many 
ideas of physics and reality such as volume, mass, 
weight, number, etc.21 Weak reasoning abilities and 
scanty sense for reality are the causes to these  ideas. 
Belief in magic generally and in metamorphosis 
specifically are manifestations of the lower psycho-
logical stages.

Lévy-Bruhl is one of those who collected data 
from all over the world regarding the idea that kill-
ing predators are transformed magicians who intend 
to kill the attacked persons for bad reasons only. 
Especially peoples of tribal societies maintain that 
attacks of lions, crocodiles, snakes, etc. really are 
attacks of humans having transformed to these an-
imals or use them. They use to add that common 
crocodiles or lions do not kill humans, only the en-
chanted or transformed ones (Lévy-Bruhl 1983:  
199, 224–228, 235–240). 

The natives will not even stop at declaring, as we would, 
that these rats, the crocodile or the lion, have acted as the 
sorcerers’ servants, agents or instruments to carry out the 
orders they had given. In the pattern of their thoughts the 
matter goes deeper. They think of these animals (whether 
“created” or “made”) as extensions of the sorcerers’ own 
personal identity. They are appurtenances of it; that is, in-
tegral parts of their personalities (Lévy-Bruhl 1983:  231). 

For example, a crocodile kills a woman standing 
by the river in the middle of the two other women. 
The watching people accuse the two others of hav-
ing caused magically the crocodile’s attack. Five 
people standing high on a hill observe a human’s 
death in a river caused by a crocodile. Bystanders 
accuse them to be the magicians who have caused 
the attack, respectively to be the crocodile. It is up 
to magicians to be able to press themselves, respec-
tively five men, into the skin of one crocodile and 
to overtake the control of its behaviour (Lévy-Bruhl 
1949:  63 f.; 1966:  32). 

Of course, magicians have numerous possibilities 
to execute the death of humans apart from transfor-
mations into animals. Witches and sorcerers are said 
to go directly into the body of their victims and start 
to devour their internal organs. Short meals lead to 
sickness only. When the witches eat for longer times 
or when they come night after night to visit the same 
victim, the sickness will endure and the person will 

21 DeVries (1969); Piaget (1975); Oesterdiekhoff (2013a:  151–
156; 2011:  110 f.).
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die. This idea of organ-eating witches is to find in 
Black Australia, Black Africa, South Pacific, pre-
Columbian America, Greek-Roman Antiquity, and 
Medieval Europe. This belief is somewhat strong-
er in the first regions of this list but persists also in 
the additional regions. These similarities are strik-
ing, especially with regard to the many details, all 
observable right across the premodern world. The 
whole premodern world has believed that witches 
have a high impact on deaths occurring on Earth. 
Of course, eating is only one method witches use in 
order to kill persons.22

Witches and sorcerers can also kill their victims 
by curses, by destroying images or models of their 
victims, by sending symbolic arrows, or whatever. 
Not only experts of magic are the murderers but 
every single individual can be capable to execute 
death magic. Reo Fortune (1963:  137) describes 
that the villages of the island Dobu are full of people 
that maintain to have killed other people by magic. 
They take every, in our view natural death as proof 
of the efficacy of their magical procedures they have 
executed beforehand. There is hardly death without 
a contention of any person that surmises to have 
caused it. The people think it might be sufficient 
to imitate the death struggle of any person to cause 
his death. It happens sometimes that the missing 
death of a bewitched person motivates the sorcer-
er to commit suicide for reasons of disappointment 
or shame. Thus, the villages are full of people who 
believe to be great magicians and successful mur-
derers. Evans-Pritchard (1978:  68–72) describes 
similarly that every death among the Azande im-
mediately leads to accusations of any person, pro-
nounced by the dead person’s relatives. There is no 
death without accusations of persons who are said 
to be responsible for the alleged assassination.

Fortune (1963:  149) contends regarding the Mel-
anesians: “For sickness, disease, and death are com-
mon enough. No other explanation of them, than 
the sorcery and witchcraft used by living persons 
nearby … exists.” Uncountable ethnographers have 
emphasised the high impact of magicians with this 
regard, too. Although we have to consider the in-
fluence of other agents, it is surprising how many 
ethnographic sources earmark the decisive role of 
humans as magical killers, too. Ethnographers and 
observers have found similar words as those ex-
pressed by Fortune with regard to seemingly all trib-
al societies and archaic societies around the world.23 

22 Oesterdiekhoff (2013a:  86); Evans-Pritchard (1978); Mair 
(1969); Soldan und Heppe (1986); Tuczay (2003:  281).

23 Frazer (2010:  170, 213; 1994:  143; 1932:  300, 350); Lévy-
Bruhl (1966:  20–25, 55–60; 1921:  245; 1930:  125); Keysser 

6 Why Divinities and Sorcerers Kill Humans

The archaic equation of death and magical assassi-
nation gives birth to considerations about the mo-
tives encouraging agents to kill persons. Premodern 
people attribute uncountable motives to the magi-
cal killers and not only a short list of them. Hunger, 
envy, hate, malevolence, evilness, revenge, punish-
ment, or arbitrariness are some of the motives. For 
example, hunger is one of the main motives why 
gods and humans kill other persons magically. Both 
groups are said to be cannibals who like to eat hu-
mans. They kill humans in form of accidents, heart 
strokes, or other sicknesses to eat their internal or-
gans or their souls, thus satisfying their hunger. 
Henceforth, humans provide the gods with human 
sacrifices freely. The more they deliver other per-
sons the higher is the chance that the gods spare 
them, the adorers, who sacrifice captivates and  other 
victims.

Frequently, divinities and humans kill persons 
for lower reasons such as envy and revenge, pun-
ishment or whichever reasons. Divinities such as 
gods and ancestors submit sickness and death when 
the humans on Earth did not deliver just in time or 
not abundantly sacrifices or prayers, behaved badly, 
or committed crimes. Often enough arbitrariness is 
sufficient for the divinities to kill. “It pleases God 
to take a human’s life” is a well-known and wide-
spread phraseology. Or, gods kill humans to have 
them nearby in their paradise. Magicians kill hu-
mans for the common reasons that originate in ordi-
nary social intercourse such as jealousy, envy, hate, 
or whichever reasons.24

7 Who Is the Murderer?

Sometimes people assert knowing immediately who 
the killer was, sometimes they discuss or ascertain 
who the alleged killer was. Evans-Pritchard (1978:  
181–245) described at length that the Azande una-
voidably ask the ordeals whenever any person dies 
for whatever reasons. They ask the ordeals of poi-
son, termites, or wooden plat, which designate the 
murderer. The Azande addresses then the thus de-
termined murderer who has to obey the holy de-

(1911:  134–140); Lizot (1982:  36); Evans-Pritchard (1978:  
113); Elkin (1986:  338); Luck (1990:  64); Spencer and Gil-
len (1904); Malinowski (1981:  137); Barloewen (2000b:  26); 
Oesterdiekhoff (2013a:  183–194).

24 Oyibo (2004:  77, 133, 135); Schoormann (2005:  352); Mid-
dleton (1999:  79, 140, 253); Frazer (1994:  151, 197); Mair 
(1969:  215); Waardenburg (1980:  41, 43, 45); Lévy-Bruhl 
(1966:  44, 227).
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cision. In fact, usually he is not the murderer be-
cause the death originates from natural reasons or 
from homicide by another person. Moreover, the ac-
cused person usually cannot have a consciousness 
of his magical attack against the dead because he 
simply did not kill him or her, neither magically 
nor in another manner. Basically, the ordeal is just 
a “hazard game,” as already Tylor (2005/I:  74–86) 
rightly defined. However, even the defendant be-
lieves that the ordeal commonly cannot fail. Thus, 
he often confesses that it must have been his soul 
that killed the person without his knowledge. In any 
case, the person who is determined by the ordeal 
has to face the expectable punishment, although he 
usually cannot have the slightest knowledge of any 
guilt. Sometimes he has luck and has to pay only a 
smaller or higher sum. More often, he encounters 
death sentence as the usual punishment for magical 
homicide. Frequently, this was the common prac-
tice right across the ancient world, as I am going to 
show  below.

Premodern societies around the world have ap-
plied ordeals to ascertain the magical killer. Basi-
cally, high percentages of deaths, actual homicides, 
or natural deaths have led to ordeal applications, 
which have designated the murderer. Against a ra-
tional view, this all is only a lottery that implies 
punishment and dead for actually innocent persons. 
Against the premodern view it is a secure and holy 
procedure, superior to any other procedures. Black 
Australians, Africans, Native Americans, Asians 
from all cultures, peoples from Oceania, ancient 
and medieval Europeans used ordeals to discover 
the murderer for any deaths. Medieval Europeans 
often used the same ordeals as the Black Australians 
or the Africans, for example, the “Bahrprobe” or fire 
ordeals to find the person responsible for any death. 
Of course, premodern peoples did not only use or-
deals to ascertain the magical murderer in case of 
actually natural deaths but also to find actual mur-
derers in case of real homicides. They often used 
ordeals even when they knew about the accident or 
the murderer who killed the person because only the 
ordeal can discover the true and invisible murderer 
who stood behind the accident or the visible mur-
derer (the medium only). Of course, against a ra-
tional view the chance to find the real murderer this 
way is illusionary and at random in both cases.25

The practice to use ordeals to find the truth 

25 Lévy-Bruhl (1966:  58–60, 141–241); Lehner (1911:  471); 
Fortune (1963:  154–166); Hallpike (1979); Le Roy (1911:  
206, 368); Mair (1969); Oesterdiekhoff (2002; 2006; 2009:  
344–368; 2011:  118–132: 2013a:  169–194); Oesterdiekhoff 
and Rindermann (2007); Radding (1978); Soldan und Heppe 
(1986); Tylor (2005/I).

about past, present, or future occurrences is rooted 
in preoperational and lower stages of psyche and 
reason. Younger children of modern societies use 
hazard games such as drawing matchboxes, look-
ing for specific cars passing by, or fights, too, in or-
der to find the truth about quarrels. Children’s belief 
in immanent justice carries the premodern ordeal 
practices. Children from all over the world believe, 
as premodern adults did, that fleeing children who 
have stolen apples and run over a bridge which col-
lapses below them, crashed because it wanted to 
punish them. Surveys from all over the world doc-
ument that initially all children from all cultures 
think so and that adults of premodern societies per-
sist in maintaining this childlike belief. Immanent 
justice is a manifestation of children’s psyche, that 
is, lack of categories such as causality and chance, 
animism and magic and weak reasoning abilities ac-
count to this phenomenon. Several authors showed 
that children’s immanent justice is the psychologi-
cal root of the premodern ordeals. Lower psycho-
logical stages originate the magical procedures to 
discover the truth of past, present, and future occur-
rences. The discovery of a magical murderer is only 
one of the many tasks of the ordeals to accomplish. 
Thus, one of the main judicial procedures of pre-
modern societies originates in lower psychological 
stages. Moreover, some considerable percentage of 
the whole, premodern humankind died due to these 
hazard games that designated the magical murderer 
who was believed to stay behind the death of a per-
son who actually died from the commonly natural 
causes.26

However, the ordeal was only one of the proce-
dures to find the magical murderer. It is probable 
that it was even the main proof. Furthermore, people 
often accused any bystanders of having caused the 
deaths, providing that their proximity sufficiently 
evidences their involvement and guilt. Lévy-Bruhl 
has collected numerous examples of this type and 
documented that this praxis was widespread around 
the world. The above-mentioned cases of the three 
women nearby the river and the five men on the hill 
mediate a first impression of this type of accusa-
tion. The accompaniment of a dying person, for ex-
ample during a walk, runs a high risk of getting ac-
cused of having used killing witchcraft (Lévy-Bruhl 
1931:  165–226; 1938:  37–97). It can be sufficient 
that a dying man professes that his wives or any per-

26 Ellwanger (1980); Piaget (1932); Radding (1978); Werner 
(1948); Zeininger (1929); Oesterdiekhoff (2002; 2006; 2009:  
344–368; 2011:  118–127; 2013a:  169–182; 2013b); Oester-
diekhoff and Rindermann (2007); Frazer (1932:  300 ff.); Le 
Roy (1911:  381); Tylor (2005/I:  138).
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sons have killed him by magic in order to motivate 
bystanders to kill these persons accused/concerned 
(Lévy-Bruhl 1921:  245).

The relatives of a dead may be also exposed to 
corresponding accusations. Wives may be accused 
of having killed their husband, mothers of having 
killed their children, etc. Motives of envy and con-
flict are omnipresent and drive persons to accuse 
any relatives, neighbours, or village dwellers of 
having killed the dead by magic. Any natural death 
from accident or disease frequently leads to accusa-
tions against mother, father, brother, and children of 
the dead, accusations which often bring death sen-
tence to the defendant.

Quelqu’un dans la force de l’âge, ou tout jeune, tombe 
gravement malade, et meurt. Les siens, très émus, pensent 
tout de suite à un ensorcellement. Peut-être, cependant, 
est-ce l’effet du mécontentement d’un ancêtre? Un devin, 
consulté, confirme que l’on a affaire à un sorcier. Qui est-
ce? Souvent (en particulier chez les Bantou), c’est sur un 
parent proche de la victime, sur un fils, une mère, un frère, 
que se porteront d’abord les soupçons. … Peut-être dira-
t-on que de tels faits sont exceptionels. Il serait facile, au 
contraire, d’en montrer la grande fréquence. Et jamais on 
ne nous dit qu’ils aient soulevé chez les indigènes une in-
dignation et une surprise particulières (Lévy-Bruhl 1931:  
199, 202).

Very often people accuse residents of a close vil-
lage or a foreign tribe of having killed a person. Or-
deals and oracles especially designate distant per-
sons as responsible for the death. Witchcraft may 
have impact over huge distances. Feuds and wars 
may arouse in cases of such accusations. Howev-
er, even the accusation of foreigners and enemies 
can endanger the dead person’s relatives, too. The 
close tribesmen accuse then the relatives of having 
neglected to defend the dead against the magical 
attacks of the hostile village or tribe. They kill the 
wife of the dead, saying that she was a bad wife 
because she did not procure a magical protection 
against the hostile magic (Elkin 1986:  338).

8 What Happens to the Magical Murderer?

Homicide by real arms or by magic usually leads 
to death sentences. Mostly, only divinities are ex-
empted from revenge attacks. The high gods and 
ancestors can do what they want. It may sometimes 
happen that the descendants refuse to bring sacri-
fices to them due to their disappointment upon hav-
ing lost a family member for the divine decisions. 
The consequences diverge with human murderers, 
though. Evans-Pritchard (1978:  77, 91, 113, 300–
305) determined that convictions, spoken by the 

ordeals, usually led to death punishments in for-
mer times. The same is true regarding most archaic 
tribes and premodern societies. The usual punish-
ment for homicide has been death sentence right 
across the premodern world. Sometimes it was pos-
sible to be spared by paying compensations, often 
cattle or specific sums. The higher the status of a 
person the more difficult was it to pay compensa-
tions in order to avoid death penalty. Killed wom-
en, children, and low status persons sometimes did 
not provoke blood revenge and death penalty. Their 
relatives were occasionally content to hurt the killer 
or to receive some goods from him. In case a man in 
his best age, a warrior or a man of higher status was 
killed, the probability of blood revenge and death 
penalty considerably grew.

If the killer lived in the same community or was 
a relative, then the village chief or the victim’s fam-
ily ordered the death penalty. In such cases a natu-
ral death of a person costs only one other death, the 
death of the alleged murderer. Nonetheless, even in 
such cases it could happen that the defendant and 
his or her relatives started a fight against the ac-
cuser and his or her supporters. Feuds and combats 
could arise with many casualties following. The se-
verity of consequences grew with the accusations 
across borderlines of villages or tribes. Foreign peo-
ple would not willingly subdue to convictions from 
people they are not acquainted with or even stay 
with them in hostile or indifferent relations. None-
theless, sometimes the convicted magicians faced 
their death penalty without defence or revenge.

Many ethnographers emphasise, however, that 
accusations of either own tribesmen or foreign peo-
ple frequently led to feuds and wars with many 
casualties. Some observers even maintain that a 
huge percentages of wars in tribal societies origi-
nate from these accusations of magical assassina-
tion. These feuds and wars sometimes can devastate 
whole villages and tribes and can last for years and 
generations. According to some authors, these wars 
originating in magical interpretation of deaths used 
to devastate whole regions and nations, for example 
the land of the Wasuto in Eastern Africa, territories 
in West Africa, and whole regions of  Papua New 
Guinea. Moreover, the fatal consequences of the 
magical death interpretation is said to have caused 
as many casualties as wars did for other reasons, at 
least in tribal societies.27

The people who accuse others of having killed a 

27 Keysser (1911:  62 f., 101, 134, 140); Neuhauss (1911/I:  
132 f.); Le Roy (1911:  381); Tylor (2005/I:  138); Frazer 
(1932:  300, 350); Oesterdiekhoff (2011:  127–132; 2013a:  
544–546, 183–194).
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specific person run a high risk of arousing feuds and 
wars. However, they have usually no chance from 
escaping to go this way according to their customs 
and belief systems. They have the duty to revenge a 
comrade or relative, otherwise they would lose the 
respect of their family and tribesmen. Moreover, the 
allegedly killed persons are believed to demand re-
venge from their descendants. After their death, they 
are ancestral divinities observing the deeds of their 
descendants, punishing them when they are faulty, 
awarding them when they bring sacrifices or behave 
well. Basically, archaic humans around the world 
believed in the world-controlling functions of their 
ancestors. Especially, new ancestors are keen on 
waiting for blood revenge for their assassination. In 
case their descendants want to spare their revenge, 
wait too long, or accept compensations, the de-
ceased persons can become angry and punish them 
badly. Missing revenge motivates the new ances-
tor gods, respectively, the magically killed persons, 
to punish their relatives or their tribe by epidem-
ics, flood catastrophes, spoiled harvests, sickness-
es, and deaths. Thus, people around the world re-
ally believed that missing blood revenge for their 
relatives could bring them secure mishap and death. 
Experts say that archaic people often fear the magi-
cal revenge of the dead relatives much more than 
the fight with the hostile and mighty clan, tribe, or 
village. Thus, they feel compelled to execute blood 
revenge although knowing about the severe and fa-
tal consequences.28

Additionally, natural deaths leading to poison or-
deals exposed to every village resident in order to 
discover the murderer can kill dozens or hundreds 
of people and devastate whole communities. Occur-
rences like this happened in Africa even in past dec-
ades and in earlier times more frequent, of course 
(Oesterdiekhoff and Rindermann 2007). It is quite 
clear that belief in magic generally and specifically 
in death magic has tremendously influenced the pop-
ulation history of the whole humankind. What ex-
perts have said about the relationship between death 
magic, blood revenge, casualties, and low popula-
tion density in Africa, Australia, Papua New Guin-
ea, and South America at least can partly be trans-
ferred to some other regions and times. Magic has 
very negatively affected human’s population history 
on Earth or Magic has heavily impacted human’s 
population history on Earth in a negative manner. 
There is a strong relationship between death magic, 
psychological development, and population history, 

28 Lévy-Bruhl (1966:  57 f.); Frazer (2010/I); Oesterdiekhoff 
(2013a:  186–189); Bamler (1911:  519); Keysser (1911:  
62 f.).

respectively, between developmental psychology on 
the one side and demography, economics, and soci-
ology on the other side (Oesterdiekhoff 2011:  127–
132; 2013a:  544 ff.; Frazer 1932:  300).

9 Conclusions

Archaic societies tend to identify natural death and 
homicide. Beyond the actual homicides by arms, 
they regard even the natural deaths stemming from 
accidents, diseases, and organic malfunctions due to 
age as homicides, too, namely as magical assassi-
nations. The root of this strange phenomenon is the 
mystical interpretation of the world, that is, the be-
lief in magic as the decisive power that controls the 
whole world. These peoples cannot understand the 
running of the world in empirical-causal relations 
but only in terms of magical relations. They pre-
sume that gods, ghosts, humans, and objects make 
all occurrences, that is, they identify incidents with 
actions. It is beyond their mind to understand that 
important incidents such as deaths should not be 
under the control of divinities or other beings. Chil-
dren’s preoperational thinking – magic, animism, 
precausality, etc. – is the source of this phenom-
enon. Young children (Guthrie 2007:  294; Gesell 
1954:  430) and many societies (Barloewen 2000b:  
26; Lévy-Bruhl 1966:  20, 303) are said not to under-
stand the inevitability of the end of physical life. But 
even when higher societies understand “nemo mor-
tem effugere potest ” they do not surpass the belief 
in the magical causation of death. Even then, they 
believe that magicians and divinities alone cause 
deaths, seeing the natural death only as medium 
and hull. Though, it may be that the strength of the 
magical belief might have been stronger in the for-
mer type of societies. In most premodern societies, 
divinities (including ancestors) on the one side and 
magicians (including animals, plants, and objects) 
on the other side are the death makers more or less 
to the same rate. Since Antiquity in the more com-
plex societies such as ancient or medieval Europe, 
the role of humans as magical assassins weakens in 
favour of God as the decisive killer. However, the 
idea of a magical death caused by sorcerers contin-
ues in Europe by the 18th century. 

I emphasise that the idea of God as killer goes 
through several stages, too. There is a difference be-
tween the concrete idea of God as killer and canni-
bal in a literal meaning and the more abstract idea 
that God may decide the death of humans, an idea 
which is still prevalent in certain percentages of 
population even of the today’s most advanced so-
cieties. The former one certainly is more lively and 
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concrete in the less developed societies. The per-
centage of people that do not believe anymore in the 
immortality of the soul and, therefore, in God’s de-
cisions about the end of life amounts in Europe and 
Japan roughly 50% of people (Oesterdiekhoff 2011:  
159–161; 2013a:  236–240). This percentage mani-
fests the next step of cognitive maturation. These 
people have abandoned any belief in the role of 
magic regarding the death. Only these people have 
developed an understanding of death as a merely 
natural phenomenon. Altogether, the understand-
ing of death obviously runs through several stages. 
The world’s population today or people of the mod-
ern world stay on divergent stages with this regard. 
Only few percentages right across the world today 
adhere to the role of magicians and sorcerers, once 
the main idea in history. However, the idea of the 
complete absence of magic, made by God, in caus-
ing the death, has by no means the overweight in the 
thinking of the peoples of the contemporary world.

The consequences of the magical interpretation 
of death make the crucial point of this phenome-
non. The discovery and punishment of the alleged 
magician and assassin very often arouses dramatic 
consequences. The ethnographic literature is full of 
contentions according to which many deaths lead 
to assassinations of the alleged magician. A very 
large number, and often enough most deaths caused 
by natural factors lead to real assassinations. Peo-
ple identify the natural death with murder and the 
following death sentence with a justified punish-
ment. However, according to a rational understand-
ing, these peoples react to a natural death with a 
mindless assassination. The opposites could not be 
greater and stranger.

Far too often not only one person has to die in 
consequence of a natural death. Especially in case 
of the accusation of people of other clans, villages, 
or tribes the chance grows that wars and feuds start 
with many casualties. Then, one death originating 
from suicide, aging, or accident can cause dozens or 
hundreds of deaths. Further, the application of poi-
son ordeals among dozens or hundreds of suspects 
can kill many a people who are said to have caused 
the death under scrutiny.

Many authors have described that these forms of 
irrationality had a tremendous impact on human’s 
population history on Earth. Of course, death magic 
is only one manifestation of the fatal consequences 
of magic regarding the population history. Further, 
magic is only one form of the fatal consequences 
of the lower stages of psyche and cognition with 
this regard.

Especially between 1850 and 1950, social sci-
ences and humanities tended to emphasise the 

greater irrationality prevalent in premodern socie-
ties. Since 1950 and especially since 1980 a trend 
reversal took place in these disciplines. “Cultur-
al relativism” and “universalism of mind” used to 
belittle the obviously greater irrationalities in pre-
modern societies and to dwarf the huge differences 
between premodern and modern societies. The re-
sult is an enormous loss of scientific standards and 
knowledge. For more than one generation now, a 
far-reaching regression of these sciences has been 
taken place, regarding not only a few aspects. It will 
be necessary not only to resume the knowledge and 
traditions of the past of these disciplines but also to 
support these recently developed approaches that go 
beyond both the past traditions on the one side and 
the contemporary “relativism” and “universalism” 
on the other side.
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