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Abstract 

The way people understand and encounter illnesses include influences from human cognition 

as well as from their cultural surroundings. A conception of illness termed “the wraths of 

fire” (tulen vihat in Finnish) was a general explanation for severe skin burns in early modern 

Finland and Karelia, and it included ideas about personified fire and its magically contagious 

essence. However, the academic conversation on this notion has mostly concentrated on the 

socio-cultural influences behind it. In this article, I argue that the intuitive level of human 

cognition (e.g., Kahneman and Frederick 2005; Evans and Frankish 2009) has formed the 

basic guidelines for this conception of illness. The research materials consist of 

approximately six hundred archive units of narrated memories on healing events and healing 

instructions. As the materials are not based on empirical observations by the author, the 

article also introduces certain methodological questions important for connecting the 

cognitive perspective with historical materials, such as questions on the reliability of the 

descriptions of past events. 
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Introduction 

“The wraths of fire are the most difficult ones to heal, one must know more powerful words 

for them than for any other forces.”1 

 

 
1 Original in Finnish: “Ja tulen vihat, ne on kaikkiin vaikijammat parantaa, niille pittää osata 

voimakkaammat sanat kuin millekään muille voimille.” (FLS archive: Valkjärvi. Ulla Mannonen 
5272. 1937. Helena Hasko). 
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In early modern, pre-industrial2 Finland and Karelia, traditional healing was used widely in 

rural provinces far from towns and hospitals. When suffering illnesses and afflictions, people 

preferred traditional methods rather than travelling far to educated doctors. The healing 

tradition was diverse, and the healing methods could for instance comprise, massaging, 

anointing and symbolistic ritual practices (Piela 2010, 15–18). In addition, the healing 

methods were often enhanced with incantations – influential words that were thought to 

possess special, supranormal power (Siikala 2002, 71–76). 

 Studies on early modern Finnish-Karelian ethno-medicine have especially gained interest 

among Finnish folklorists who have studied the subject by concentrating on, for instance, 

specific healing performances and their forms, the ritualistic side of healing and 

understanding of healing efficacy within the community (e.g., Honko 1959; Siikala 2002; 

Piela 2010). Due to the ritualistic nature of the tradition, the subject has been connected to the 

study of magic as well (e.g., Stark-Arola 1998; Stark 2006; Issakainen 2012). 

 In the field of the cognitive science of religion, research on human mind and intuitive 

thinking has influenced many studies on, for instance, god concepts and magic (e.g., 

Sørensen 2007; Pyysiäinen 2009; Czachesz 2013). Especially dual-process theories have 

proven to be beneficial for studying magical thinking (see, e.g., Risen 2016), and, for 

instance, religious healing (see, e.g., Pohjanheimo 2012). According to dual-process 

theories,3 the human mind produces two kinds of thinking: intuitive and reflective. Both 

affect the ways in which people interpret and make sense of their environment and how they 

behave in different situations (e.g., Kahneman and Frederick 2005; Evans and Frankish 

2009). Even though the benefits of dual-process theories have been recognized in 

neighbouring research fields, Finnish folklorists have not yet adopted the approach. However, 

several previous folkloristic studies have noted the complementarity of mental reasoning 

 
2 In Finland and Karelia, industrialization and urbanization arrived quite late especially in the 
periphery areas. Many of the major effects of modernization reached these areas only in the 1930s. 
Hence, I treat the time before 1939 as early modern in this context, since most of the research 
materials were collected from these rural areas where the livelihood and culture remained “early 

modern” for long. In this use of term, I follow especially Laura Stark’s example (Stark 2006; 2016, 

370). 
3 In this study, I follow the dual-process theory model of, most importantly, Daniel Kahneman, Shane 
Frederick, Amos Tversky and Jonathan St. B. T. Evans (e.g., Tversky and Kahneman 1974; 
Kahneman and Frederick 2005; Evans and Frankish 2009; Evans 2010). In their model, intuitive 
thinking is considered as “default” thinking, which may or may not be corrected by reflective 

thinking. Other models of dual-process theory suggest, for instance, that either way of thinking is 
selected over the other in different situations (see, e.g., Chaiken et al. 1989; Petty and Cacioppo 
1986). 
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models for magical thinking among both early modern and contemporary people (see, e.g., 

Issakainen 2012, 34). 

 The aim of this article is to analyse how intuitive thinking – as it is presented in, for 

instance, Kahneman’s corrective model of dual-process theory – has affected the early 

modern Finnish-Karelian ethno-medicine, and as it is a case study, I concentrate on healing 

skin burns. As the opening paragraph reveals, early modern Finns and Karelians believed that 

skin burns might sometimes be a reflection of fire’s wrath. Thus, the central research question 

is as follows: What can the perspective of dual-process theory reveal about early modern 

Finnish understandings of skin burns, folklore materials about them and people behind 

folklore materials? 

 I present how the human cognition perspective works as a gateway to the people and the 

thinking which lies behind folklore materials. Finnish-Karelian folklore materials were often 

collected with only a little context information and without explicit descriptions about the 

informants’ own thoughts towards the folklore (e.g., Asplund Ingemark 2006, 6). Certainly, 

the cognitive viewpoint cannot guide the analysis to the detailed thoughts of specific 

individuals. However, this perspective can open the discussion towards general trains-of-

thought that are based on mental processes in the human mind and are shared cross-

culturally, and hence, with early modern Finnish-Karelian people as well. I examine the 

subject by presenting a quantitative content analysis of the research material and the most 

common ideas concerning fire and skin burns in early modern Finland and Karelia. After this, 

I move on to a qualitative analysis, in which I concentrate on the socio-cultural meanings of 

fire and skin burns and how they represent intuitive thinking and heuristics. 

 This study also applies the dual-process theory to a historical, non-WEIRD (Western, 

Educated, Industrialized, Rich and Democratic)4 research material. This allows me to present 

some distinctions on what is actually cross-cultural in encountering illnesses and threats to 

human health, and what is not. 

 

Analysing Folklore Materials 

Methodological perspectives 

The research materials for this study have been gathered from the folklore archive of the 

Finnish Literature Society (FLS). The material is from all over Finland and Karelia between 

 
4 Modern psychology has been criticized for using mainly WEIRD people as test participants (see 
Henrich et al. 2010). 
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1880 and 1939. I have chosen to concentrate on this period since the first larger collections 

on ethno-medicine are from the 1880s, and the widest collections are from the 1930s. The 

informants are mostly elderly people who were asked to tell about past events or traditions. 

Sometimes the past events had happened fifty years ago, sometimes the day before. The 

collectors had some general guidelines for the interviews, but it is quite certain that the 

informants were not interviewed in one standard way: some interviewers asked more 

questions than others, and sometimes the interviews were free discussions. 

 The material units have mostly been reported by lay people who had a general 

understanding of the healing tradition and domestic healing practices. The healing knowledge 

of lay people was different than the knowledge of ritual specialists, the tietäjäs (“the one who 

knows” in Finnish). However, although the healing rituals of the tietäjäs included much more 

mythical knowledge of the otherworld, the domestic healing practices comprised some 

fragments of this knowledge as well (Siikala 2002, 76–79, 85–86; Tarkka 2013, 104–109). 

 Several folklorists and cultural historians have commented on the question of the 

relationship between tradition texts and the reality beyond the texts (e.g., Foley 1991, 48–53; 

Stark-Arola 1998, 61–66, Kurki 2002, 29–39; Tarkka 1993, 2013, 76–79). Do folklore 

materials reflect reality? Not directly. It is important to note that the materials are recalled 

representations of traditional practices, not direct descriptions of them written while or 

shortly after witnessing them. Although the informants might have provided the collectors 

with detailed descriptions of what happened, many things affect the way the events are 

presented. For instance, the collectors of the folklore materials affected the information (see, 

e.g., Kurki 2002, 29–39). It is of great importance what the collector asks in the interviews, 

and whether the interviewer is able to activate the right memory context for the informant 

(Miles and Hardman 1998; Stark-Arola 1998, 52–54). Several memory researchers (e.g. 

Brewer and Treyens 1981; Lampinen et al. 2001) have also noted that when people are asked 

to recall certain events, they often report what they expect those situations should have 

involved, i.e., what their schematic knowledge suggests should have been present in that 

recalled situation. 

 

Theoretical perspectives 

Schematic knowledge, or schemas, has to do with the ways of mentally storing the elements 

of different events, entities, actions or environments. Schemas are based on an individual’s 

previous experiences of,  e.g., typical behaviour in certain situations (in a fast food restaurant, 

one goes to the cashier, orders food from the menu and pays the order), or typical contents of 
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certain spaces or products (there are tables and chairs in a restaurant hall, and a hamburger 

includes two buns and the meat between them). When individuals encounter a situation 

similar to previous experiences, their schematic knowledge activates the elements related to 

such previous experiences and presents general frames, a “basic grammar,” for interpreting, 

encountering and acting in that situation (Eysenck 2015, 182–188). If people in a society 

share a schema, it forms a cultural schema, and it may include, e.g., traditional values and 

cultural norms. 

 Since the schematic elements of past experiences are recalled most easily (Brewer and 

Treyens 1981; Lampinen et al. 2001), I treat the recollections in the research material as 

clusters of schematic elements describing the early modern Finnish-Karelian healing 

tradition. These elements comprise culturally typical ways of treating skin burns and typical 

ingredients for medicines. The more repetitive a schematic element is throughout the research 

material, the more it represents culturally shared schematic knowledge (Bernhard 2011, 439–

443).5 

 Analysing these schemas allows access to the thinking processes of the people behind the 

folklore materials, as mentioned in one of my research goals. Furthermore, I propose that 

some elements within these schematic clusters are affected by certain forms of intuitive 

thinking, i.e., reaction-based trains-of-thought that are shared between people cross-

culturally. I will here analyse how such intuitive thinking has influenced the early modern 

schematic understanding of skin burns – especially elements referring to survival, avoidance 

of dangers, and explanations of wounds. 

 I approach the concept of intuitive thinking through dual-process theory, which proposes 

that there are two ways of thinking: first, reaction-based intuitive thinking and, after a little 

delay, more analytical reflective thinking (e.g., Kahneman and Frederick 2005; Evans and 

Frankish 2009).6 First, intuitive thinking produces spontaneous interpretations of newly 

encountered situations and phenomena. These interpretations are based on, e.g., perceptions 

and schematic knowledge, and they are influenced by the contexts. Intuitive interpretations 

often follow certain cognitive structures as well. For example, biases and heuristics are the 

kinds of cognitive reasoning models that provide rules-of-thumb and quick, generalized 

 
5 Frequently repetitive elements and features in the research material are discussed in more detail in 
the following section. 
6 There are several ways of referring to the two systems of thinking, for instance, System 1 and 
System 2 thinking (see, e.g., Pyysiäinen 2009, 189–190). Furthermore, in addition to the corrective 
model of dual-process theory noted here, there are also other models of dual-process theory (see 
footnote 3). 



6 
 

answers that appear good enough to explain situations but which do not, in fact, represent 

very accurate conclusions (see, e.g., Gilovich et al. 2002). Quite often, these interpretations 

also follow the models that have been beneficial for human beings throughout our 

evolutionary past. For instance, a person might intuitively perceive a black, curled rope on 

the ground as a snake because people have often had previous experiences (schematic 

understanding) with snakes slithering on the ground. Additionally, it is beneficial to be 

quickly aware of possible danger, since slow reactions might result in harm (see, e.g., Öhman 

et al. 2001). 

 Reflective thinking is activated after a short delay and processes the interpretations arrived 

at via intuitive thinking. Reflective thinking can alter, complete, contradict or confirm the 

intuitive impressions. For instance, the individual might realise that the thing on the ground is 

actually a rope and not a snake. This is a more conscious thinking mode than intuitive 

thinking. Although reflective thinking is activated later than intuitive thinking, they both 

work as a continuum and cannot be properly distinguished from each other (Wegner 2002). 

 In the research context of traditional Finnish-Karelian healing, the narrated representations 

of afflictions and healing represent more processed interpretations and not spontaneous, 

intuitive thoughts in the wounding and healing situations, for the representations are 

presented outside these situations. However, in this article I will argue that certain intuitions 

remain and are explicit in the research material: namely, contagion heuristics, teleo-

functional thinking and intentionality detection. These intuitive trains-of-thought have often 

been connected to magical thinking as they present ideas on supernatural contamination and 

personification of environment. 

 According to Jane L. Risen, people are more likely to consciously acquiesce to intuitive 

thinking if: 

(a) an intuition provides a compelling default, (b) the costs of ignoring rationality are low 

relative to the costs of ignoring intuition, and (c) if people have the opportunity to 

rationalize their own intuition—that is, if they can find reasons to put aside their 

knowledge of what is true in general to follow their intuition in a particular situation. 

(Risen 2016, 198). 

Since early modern Finnish-Karelian folklore materials lack notes about the reflective 

reasoning of the informants, we cannot say for sure if these people consider magical thinking 

– contagion heuristics or personification of the environment – as generally irrational or not. 

However, the two first options of Risen fit in the case of intuitive thinking in wounding and 

healing contexts. These intuitions are compelling, and they represent intuitions that have been 
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beneficial for human survival in the evolutionary past. I will elaborate this further later in my 

analysis. 

 

Figure 1 summarizes the nature of the research material – the narrated representations of skin 

burns and how to heal them – and the role of intuitive thinking in it, as presented above. The 

figure presents a simplified model of the role of schematic knowledge in memorizing healing 

actions. Certainly, the processes of memorizing and representing memories are more 

complicated than presented here, and there are many other features consolidating and 

distorting certain memorized features as well (see, e.g., Anderson 2015). 

 

 
Figure 1. How intuitive interpretations of burns appear in the research material. 

 

Research methods 

The analysis of this study combines quantitative and qualitative methods. In the quantitative 

part, I have evaluated the most common features concerning burns and healing them 

throughout Finland and Karelia between 1880 and 1939. In order to trace the schematic 

elements related to healing skin burns, I examined how often different practices of healing 


































