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FOREWORD

hen Mircea Eliade wrote his major work on shamanism in 1951, he set himself the goal

of reading every existing publication on the subject. He compiled a list of some six

hundred items, the largest part consisting of articles in Russian. By the time Eliade re-
counted this memory in 1985, he reckoned that more than 2,000 book-length studies of shaman-
ism had appeared in the intervening thirty-four years as well as countless scholarly articles in many
languages—more than an individual can cover. Eliade’s Shamanism, still in print today, intensified
enthusiasm for the subject by challenging the prevalent view that shamanism was a mental illness.
Instead, he interpreted the dramatic trances, ecstatic visions, and extravagant behaviors as signs of
a life-transforming spiritual experience with a wide range of profound consequences beneficial to
self and society.

Far from sating the appetite for shamanism, the amazing surge of interest in shamanism among
pundits and in pop culture over the past two decades has generated greater interest still—a curious
fate for a religious expression once deemed archaic, pathological, and approaching oblivion. No
longer can one person fully absorb the explosion of ideas about shamanism coming from such dis-
tinct fields as, for example, neurobiology, pharmacology, and gender studies.

Shamanism serves, in this respect, as a parable for religious life more broadly in our day. Even as
the death knell of religions sounded in the halls of the academy and in other strongholds of secular
policy throughout the twentieth century—based on psychological, economic, or sociological theo-
ries—religious fervor continued in circles disvalued by scholars or, more remarkably, renewed itself
in the face of prevailing efforts at secularization. As with so many aspects of religious life, a mix of
intellectual curiosity and spiritual seeking has churned up a sea of information about shamanism
and produced a flood of interpretations regarding its practices, experiences, and overall meaning.
The study of religion and shamanism has grown apace with the awareness of the vitality of reli-
gious life. The subject of shamanism has long called for an encyclopedic treatment, but the subject
has proven increasingly daunting due as much to the breadth of its manifestations as to the diffi-
culty of specifying its precise nature.

The great accomplishment of Mariko Walter and Eva Fridman is twofold. They first of all em-
brace the rich and fascinating complexity of shamanism, assembling in one place the evidence
from cultures throughout the world and presenting this rich diversity in arrangements accessible to
scholars and general readers alike. In the second place, they include the full range of important
perspectives on the topic, inviting the best ethnographic specialists to describe what they know
about shamanism from firsthand field studies, as well as asking philosophical writers and religious
thinkers to reflect more broadly on the meaning of such behaviors and beliefs. Ingeniously, they
have also commissioned creative commentaries on the relationship of shamanic experience to such
distinct domains as dreams and drama, art and music, clothing and governance. In this landmark
new work, Walter and Fridman take care to address the broad cultural interest in shamanism and,

iX



X FOREWORD

especially, its connection to healing and the extraordinary spiritual adventures that enlarge the
sense of oneself and the world.

Both Walter and Fridman specialize in the study of Central Asia, which holds a special place for
the understanding of shamanism. And yet their collaboration for this project began on the other
side of the globe, at Harvard University, where both scholars served as fellows at the Harvard Uni-
versity Center for the Study of World Religions. As director of the Harvard Center from 1990 to
2003, I saw their first outline for the project and have followed their developing plans. I remain
impressed by their open-architecture approach to the subject, an openness that allows them to be-
gin with broad working definitions so as to include within the encyclopedia the full press of con-
flicting opinions about the nature and significance of shamanism. And I remain impressed as well
with their thorough knowledge of the subject, beginning with their linguistic abilities, which lets
them work not only in Western European and Central Asian languages but in Russian, Chinese,
and Japanese as well. Their complete familiarity with shamanism extends from their own field
work to their control of the historical and anthropological literature on the subject. Their unusual
capacities and dedication have produced a wonderful work well suited to the new realizations
about shamanism. No doubt this encyclopedia will benefit all interested readers and serve as a
spark for further exploration of one of humankind’s richest spiritual heritages.

Lawrence E. Sullivan

Professor of the History of Religions
The University of Notre Dame

14 September 2004
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PREFACE

hamanism is a living, vital phenomenon, one that interests a wide range of people. Today it is

clear that shamanism, as an area of academic study, is a rich and rapidly evolving field. This

encyclopedia represents a wide range of perspectives and approaches of over 180 contributors
according to their academic specialties. Thus it is not the intent of this encyclopedia to present a
homogenized picture, either of the phenomenon of shamanism or of the present state of shaman-
ism as a field of study. The reader will find the story of the development of the field and some of
the most pertinent theoretical and historical issues addressed in the Introduction, as well as in re-
lated entries.

Shamans are globally distributed and shamanism is an ancient spiritual practice. Thus this ency-
clopedia covers this most human spiritual endeavor in its worldwide manifestations, with the goal
of developing an inclusive and multidimensional picture of shamanism as currently and histori-
cally encountered throughout the world. The scope of the entries in these two volumes is broad:
the reader will find considerations of the earliest indications of shamanism in rock art, of early his-
torical writings that portray various aspects of shamanistic worship and practice, of later manifesta-
tions attested to by European and Russian ethnographers, and of current research in the field all
over the world. The reader will be able to see how shamanism has developed and changed over the
centuries, allowing shamanic practices to remain significant in present-day cultures. Some of the
entries focus on universal aspects of shamanism, but of course shamanism is not one uniform phe-
nomenon over a wide range of time and space; each culture lays its own imprint on the belief sys-
tem, practices, and outward appearances of its shamanic practitioners. For this reason, in the ma-
jority of the entries the focus is on the way shamanism is practiced within a particular culture, and
to provide an understanding of the cultural specifics of this phenomenon.

Most basically, shamanism can be defined as a religious belief system in which the shaman is the
specialist in knowledge. The shaman knows the spirit world and human soul through “ecstasy,” the
power of an altered state of consciousness, or trance, which is used to make a connection to the
world of the spirits in order to bring about benefits to the community. Mircea Eliade, in his book
Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, saw the essence of shamanism in the techniques by which
the shaman is able to travel into the supernatural world in a state of ecstasy induced by drumming
or other means. The broader definition of shamanism adopted for the purposes of this encyclope-
dia includes not only the kind of ecstatic relationship to the spiritual world involved in such jour-
neys—the kind in which the shaman deliberately goes to meet the spirits and is in control of them
or “masters” them—but also the phenomenon of possession, in which the spirits take the initia-
tive, and the shaman is “possessed” by the spirits who then speak through the shaman as a vessel.

The hallmarks of shamanism as a religious phenomenon are most clearly seen, historically and
currently, in Siberia, Mongolia, and the Inner Asian geographical area, an area often referred to as
Eurasia. As noted by a number of scholars in the field, shamanism as a phenomenon or system of

Xi
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religious belief is most closely allied with hunting and gathering societies. The human need to ex-
ert some control or influence over the natural world on which subsistence depended provided the
impulse for the development of the concepts and practices of shamanism. The cosmology of
hunters and gatherers included deities who could influence weather and the harvesting of flora and
particularly fauna; the shaman was a member of the community who had special abilities to influ-
ence the deities responsible for the well-being of the group. Only the shaman, in a state of trance,
was able to offer the appropriate prayers and entreaties to the deities, so that the deity, as master of
the animals, would feel honored and let more animals be caught, or, in later pastoral societies, so
that the deities in control of the weather would make it auspicious for the growth of grain or grass
in order to feed the flocks. In other words, in a society in which human beings were dependent on
natural forces for their sustenance, it was important to continually interact with the natural world,
a world seen as driven by spiritual forces, so that these forces would act in a benevolent manner to-
ward human beings.

Thus shamanism in what is generally considered its most classical form was based on a particu-
lar cosmology and belief system, one in which the community depended on the shaman, a person
with exceptional powers and abilities, to communicate while in trance with spirits and deities for
the benefit of the community. Even in Siberia and Inner Asia, this classical form did not last;
hunters and gatherers became pastoral nomads or, due to political pressures, settled in villages and
towns. In Russia, for example, the emphasis in the previous century and currently is on the
shaman as healer of the soul and body of individuals, as well as healer of the community at large in
the performance of rituals for the general well-being.

Although many scholars believe that shamanism is an ancient and universal belief system held
by hunting and gathering peoples, there is only limited evidence of its most ancient aspects. This
encyclopedia includes several entries on those ancient practices of shamanism based on evidence
from archaeology and historical documentation. Most of the historical information on shamanism
dates back to practices and practitioners who were observed and studied in the nineteenth century
as missionaries, explorers, and finally anthropologists began to take note of religious practices of
indigenous peoples, practices that up to that time had received scant Western attention. Therefore,
many of the entries reflect shamanism as it was practiced at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury; contributors often also describe the current state of shamanism in these cultural groups. A
number of essays (included under “General Themes in World Shamanism”) deal with new con-
structions of shamanism.

The organizational principles of the encyclopedia are covered in more detail in the last section
of the Introduction, but some preliminary account may be given here. Because one important
purpose of this work is to provide a cross-cultural view of shamanism in its universal as well as its
particular and local aspects, the encyclopedia has two parts. The general entries, found under the
title “General Themes in World Shamanism” in volume 1, offer information on broader aspects of
shamanism; the rest of the encyclopedia consists of regional entries, which examine shamanism
within a particular cultural group or region, providing an in-depth understanding of the particular
and local manifestations of shamanism. The criteria for selection of topics were developed in con-
sultation with scholars of shamanism from all over the world.

The regional entries are grouped into ten sections on a geographical basis: North America; Cen-
tral and South America; Europe; Eurasia; Korea and Japan; China and Sino-Asia; South Asia, the
Himalayas, and Tibet; Southeast Asia; Australasia and Oceania; and Africa. Within each of these
regions, there are certain cultural commonalities in the concepts and practices of shamanism.
Consequently, this geographical approach provides a broader and more comprehensive view of
these particular shamanic complexes, reflected in the regional overview with which each section
begins. The relation of shamanic belief systems and practices to their particular geographic and
cultural locales can be seen in the specific rituals and prayers used, and in the way shamans inter-
act with their communities. Since shamanism is community-based, shamans receive their sanction,
and any temporal powers they may possess, from their communities. Shamans are therefore closely
interwoven in community life, even though they also stand outside it as spiritual specialists. In the
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entries in the regional section, the specific beliefs and practices of the shamans treated have accord-
ingly been discussed within their geographical, historical, and cultural context.

The reader will notice that there has been no attempt to provide the same number of entries in
each region. Thus, for example, the region of Eurasia has the largest number of entries; as the area
generally considered the core of shamanism, it has received the most attention from scholars in the
field. These entries offer a detailed view of classical aspects of shamanism, as well as current adap-
tations in the post-Soviet world. Even in Eurasia, however, there are many cultural groups that are
not represented. Considerations of inclusion were based not only on size constraints and the need
for some degree of balance with all other regions, but also on the principle of selecting the most
representative and important shamanic complexes. Some were excluded simply because they were
so similar to others that were included, and hence it was thought that the material would be too
repetitive. At the same time, in some cultures such interesting work has been done on specific as-
pects of shamanism, such as masks or music, that separate entries have been included on those as-
pects. In the other regions, such as Europe, shamanic complexes are far more limited and scarce,
and hence fewer entries are included.

The largest number of entries fall under the title “General Themes in World Shamanism.” This
large grouping includes many important aspects of shamanism that can usefully be studied across
cultures, not only as part of a specific cultural complex. For instance, there are entries such as
“Bioenergetic Healing,” “Divination,” “Healing and Shamanism,” “Soul Retrieval,” and “Trans-
formation,” to name a few examples. Thus “General Themes in World Shamanism” provides a
more inclusive, less regional view of shamanism, not only to allow the reader to look at the phe-
nomena cross-culturally, but also to make possible an understanding of the more universal nature
of certain practices and beliefs. The general entries may also fill in gaps with respect to particular
cultural aspects that may not have been discussed in some of the culture-specific entries. Where
subtopics such as costume, music, literature, dance, or specific types of healers have not been
treated for some cultures, some of these absences may be compensated for, when scholarly research
is available, in the “General Themes in World Shamanism” section.

We have made every effort to be as inclusive, complete, and up-to-date as possible within the
confines of a two-volume encyclopedia. Shamanism is, however, an evolving and rapidly changing
phenomenon, most obviously in areas where religion was repressed in recent historical memory,
though not only there. At the same time that new forms of shamanism have emerged, new re-
search on historical complexes has become possible, as documentation becomes accessible in less
repressive times, and so understanding of earlier and contemporary forms of shamanism has in-
creased. There are many new scholars working in all areas. This encyclopedia provides an intro-
duction to a dynamic field, in which relevant new material allows constant revision of our present
knowledge.

This encyclopedia is intended for the general reader as well as for the scholarly community. It is
intended to be useful for a range of readers, from the high school student who has an interest in
exploring these questions, to college and graduate school students and scholars in other fields who
want to understand and explore this topic. Bibliographic references at the end of each entry are
designed to lead the reader into further research, and cross references to other relevant subjects ac-
company each entry. An alphabetical list of entries, found on page xxix, will assist the reader in lo-
cating cross-referenced topics.

Eva Jane Neumann Fridman
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INTRODUCTION

he richness of the field of study called shamanism is obvious in many ways. Researchers in the

field come from areas as diverse as history, anthropology, psychology, religious studies, sociol-

ogy, medicine, and art. The phenomena studied are equally diverse. The use of the term
shamanism might give the false impression that the phenomenon so labeled is a single fixed religious
system, which exists in various societies in the world. In reality the term shamanism covers a number
of beliefs and rituals, which are continuously changing and evolving as new historical and religious
situations arise in different societies. It can be argued that it would be more appropriate to speak of
shamanisms, related dynamic religious processes, but at least the term is usually written with a small
initial 5, rather than a capital S, as would be the case if it were the name of a specific religion.

In the Preface, a broad working definition of shamanism is given; it is defined as a religious be-
lief system in which the shaman is a specialist in the knowledge required to make a connection to
the world of the spirits in order to bring about benefits for the other members of the community.
Later in this Introduction, the controversies associated with the definition of shamanism will be
handled in more detail, but those controversies will be more meaningful in the context of a histori-
cal perspective on the way the West has come to know shamanism.

A Historical Perspective

Ancient Societies and Shamanism

Many scholars have seen evidences of shamanistic elements in prehistoric and ancient societies;
among the societies covered in this encyclopedia are ancient Egypt, Iran, North Asia, and South
India, as well as the Celtic world and pagan Europe as a whole. Any discussion of shamanism in
prehistoric and ancient societies must rely to a great extent on archaeology, and here as in so many
areas of study related to shamanism there is great controversy. David Whitley’s entry on “Archaeol-
ogy and Shamanism” introduces the work that has been done in this controversial area, stimulated
by the idea that shamanism may well be the oldest religion of hunter-gatherers. He discusses the
three types of evidence used by those who work in the field, namely data on hallucinogenic plants
in the archaeological record, evidence derived from a study of the iconography and symbolism of
ancient rock art, and evidence based on other types of ritual or ceremonial remains.

The work done on the symbolism associated with rock art in Eurasia, the Americas, and south-
ern Africa has certainly created heated debate between the archeologists who promote the idea that
Paleolithic rock art provides the first evidence of shamanism in art and those who oppose such a
notion. J. David Lewis-Williams and Tomas Dowson (1988), as well as others, see in this ancient
art what they call “entoptic images” (on which Lewis-Williams has written an entry for this ency-
clopedia), which are derived from the human nervous system, as it functions during certain altered

XV



XVI INTRODUCTION

states of consciousness. This neuropsychological model has been applied to various imagery, rang-
ing from northwest European tomb art to Australian rock art.

On the other side, scholars such as Alice Kehoe (2000), Roberte Hamayon (2001), and Paul Bahn
(2001) have criticized such approaches as unsatisfactory for understanding prehistoric rock art. As for
the field as a whole, Whitley admits that archacological studies of religion in general are relatively new
and that this is still a somewhat underdeveloped field. Esther Jacobson’s entry, “Ancient North Asian
Shamanism,” is also written from a critical point of view; she objects to any free subjective interpreta-
tion of rock art images such as great moose, elk, or so-called “bird-women” as shamanistic. She be-
lieves those images refer to cults of fertility and rebirth earlier than and unrelated to shamanism.

Other attempts to show shamanistic features of early religions extend to pagan Europe. Michael
Strmiska’s entry, “Paganism in Europe,” discusses the efforts scholars have made to reconstruct the
pagan religions of pre-Christian Europe, which display shamanistic elements of great interest. One
specific area that has gotten a good bit of scholarly attention has been the Celtic world, discussed
by Tina Fields in the entry “‘Celtic Shamanism’: Pagan Celtic Spirituality.” Fields finds in Greco-
Roman sources and early Celtic literature (folk songs, fairy tales, and the like) ample evidence of
shamanistic elements in Celtic religion; there are descriptions of practitioners and patterns of mag-
ical initiation, as well as of experiences of deep mystical inspiration and understanding.

Thus, archaeologists and religious historians as well as folklorists have used the available data to
reconstruct early religions and to find shamanistic elements in ancient societies. Such reconstruc-
tions inevitably depend to a great extent on each scholar’s interpretations, an approach apt to trig-
ger the criticism of some anthropologists and others who would like to stick to a “scientific” ap-
proach to the study of shamanism, or to adhere only to culture-specific evidence that can be
supported by ethnographic research.

The First Encounter: Reports of the Sixteenth to the Eighteenth Century

In looking at shamanism from a historical perspective, we have first considered the evidence that
can be gleaned of shamanistic elements in ancient and prehistoric cultures. Yet the more direct ac-
counts of contact with shamans in “primitive” cultures can be found in the reports of Europeans
who actually traveled to the remote regions for their own personal reasons. Jeremy Narby and
Francis Huxley (2001) have compiled these Western accounts, the earliest of which date from the
sixteenth century, in their recent book, Shamans through Time: 500 Years on the Path to Knowledge.
According to them, the first such reports is given in the accounts of the Spanish navigator-
historian, Gonzalo Ferndndez de Oviedo, published in 1535. He observed that some old men
among the inhabitants of Hispaniola (the island currently comprising Haiti and the Dominican
Republic) used tobacco in order to communicate with spirits and worship the Devil (Narby and
Huxley 2001, 11-12). The French priest André Thévet similarly reported in 1557 that the natives
in Brazil invoked the evil spirit in certain ceremonies. Yet Thévet’s report was not completely nega-
tive; according to him, these shamans also provided answers to community problems and learned
“the most secrete things of nature” (15).

In the seventeenth century, when Russians started colonizing Siberia, the Russian priest Av-
vakum Petrovich became one of the first observers to use the word shaman in print, in his autobi-
ography published in 1672. He told of finding Siberian shamans who claimed to communicate
with spirits and who put on trickster performances such as pretending to stab themselves with
knives. He called the shaman “villain of a magician” (18). Denis Diderot (1765), a French writer-
philosopher who was one of the editors of that great work of the Enlightenment, the Encyclopédie,
defined Siberian shamans as “imposters,” who function as priests, jugglers, sorcerers, and doctors
who claim to have an influence on the devil. According to Diderot, shamans “perform tricks that
seem supernatural to an ignorant and superstitious people” (32). He described them in their role
as jugglers as making “a pact with the genies” while drumming, screaming, yelling, singing, and
smoking. These shaman figures “persuade the majority of people that they have ecstatic trans-
ports,” but these transports are really trickery (34).
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A French Jesuit missionary, Joseph Lafitau (1724), reported two types of shamans among the
Iroquois and Hurons in Canada: Evil shamans who consorted with the devil to harm people, and
“jugglers,” or “diviners,” who communicated with the spirits for the good of the community. He
acknowledged that shamans were not just preoccupied with magic and trickery, but also explained
dreams and exposed “the secret desire of the soul” (24). Thus he can be seen, as Narby and Huxley
noted, as an authentically enlightened precursor of modern anthropology because he admitted
that there was something more to shamans’ practices than just trickery.

According to Gloria Flaherty, in her Shamanism and the Eighteenth Century, the shaman during
this early period was being described with the word giocolare in Italian, jongleur in French, Gaukler
in German, and wizard in English (Flaherty 1992, 6). Before the end of the eighteenth century,
however, the Siberian Tungus word shaman became the common term in the West (7).

The intellectuals of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment held to a scientific methodology
based on objectivity and rationality, yet, as Flaherty noted, an interest in irrationalism, supernatur-
alism, and romanticism coexisted with the prevalent humanism and scientific determinism. The
second half of the eighteenth century was marked by academic expeditions, undertaken in the at-
tempt to understand shamanism through scientific observation in the field and the collection of
native drugs for the analysis of data (67).

Among the scholars and explorers who led expeditions to Siberia were several notable European
scholars. One of these scholars was Daniel Gottlieb Messerschmidt (1685—1735), commissioned
by Peter the Great, who learned about indigenous illnesses, especially epidemics. Like many other
Western observers, he regarded shamanism as “nothing but lies and trickery and saw no scientific
value in it whatsoever,” and his report clearly indicated his position as a Eurocentric European sci-
entist (Flaherty 1992, 48). Similarly the Russian botanist Stepan Krasheninnikov, who obtained
and analyzed the substances various shamans used to induce ecstasy in Kamchatka, in a report
published in 1755 called shamans “absurd” and “ridiculous” (Narby and Huxley 2001, 36).

Some later Enlightenment scholars showed more understanding of shamanism. The German
critic, theologian, and philosopher Johann Gottfried von Herder, in a work published in 1785,
made clear that he regarded shamans as imposters, but he also stressed that imaginary representa-
tions among tribal people, who were misunderstood in the past, should be considered valuable.
He explained that an understanding of the nature of imagination is important for understanding
shamanism, since this phenomenon involves myriad relationships between mind and body, which
depend on the workings of the brain and nerves, as human illnesses demonstrate (Narby and Hux-
ley 2001, 37).

Scholars of many different disciplines in the eighteenth century were fascinated by shamanism.
Whether they were philosophers, missionaries, writers, archaeologists, physicians, botanists or
ethnographers, these observers from different backgrounds in the West reported their perceptions
of shamanism, despite their limited understandings of the religion and culture of the peoples they
observed. This trend toward broad interest in shamanism continued into the nineteenth and twen-
tieth century, and the framework for discussion about shamanism widened as shifts in methodol-
ogy occurred. One of the major shifts was that both anthropologists and psychologists in Europe
and America entered with full force into the study of shamanism.

Pioneers of Cultural Ethnography

In the early twentieth century, Franz Boas (1858-1942), often described as the father of American
anthropology, created the foundation for a holistic approach to the studies of different cultures
based on ethnographic documentation. In his approach to anthropology, he stressed the need for
understanding a particular culture through many disciplines, such as archaeology, psychology, ge-
ography, biology, linguistics, and mythology. He believed that an ethnography that made use of all
these perspectives would provide a more objective and comprehensive understanding of shaman-
ism, since shamanism, like any cultural phenomenon, is the product of a cultural system as an in-
tegrated whole.



XVIII INTRODUCTION

Boas studied the indigenous peoples of the Canadian and American northwest coast, such as the
Alaskan Inuit and Siberian ethnic groups. In his expedition to the North Pacific (1897-1902),
Waldemar Bogoras and Waldemar Jochelson accompanied Boas and reported on the shamanic
practices of Arctic peoples. Their findings indicated that these shamans were of the “psychopathic”
type, who performed a specialized function in tribal society (Grim 1983, 17). They also observed
that this Arctic shamanism was based on archaic religious experience, the practice of which had in-
deed originated in North Asia. In other words, Boas and his students took a diffusionist view of
cultural phenomena: Shamanism passes from one culture to another and changes its forms, func-
tions, and meanings. In other research on Native American societies in the first half of the twenti-
eth century, Robert Lowie in his study of the Crow Indians advanced the theory that shamanism is
one of the significant facets of “primordial” religion, and Paul Radin described the “psychopathic”
condition of the shamans of the eastern Woodland tribes, especially Siouan Winnebago (Grim
1983, 18).

Whatever the limitations of their approach, the significant point is that these early twentieth-
century researchers were the first anthropologists who seriously studied the religious phenomena
of tribal societies in North America, despite the inappropriateness of the terminology they used
(such as “primordial,” “primitive,” or “psychopathic”). Following Boas’s example, Knud Ras-
mussen also studied shamans and shamanic rituals among the Inuit of Greenland and Alaska in
the 1920s and 1940s, and his work provides useful historical data for Inuit shamans at that time.
Following the American anthropological tradition initiated by Boas, most of the entries in this en-
cyclopedia are written based on ethnographic studies from the authors” own fieldwork and other
relevant empirical materials, which have been analyzed and interpreted from the perspectives of
the respective cultural traditions.

Russian Studies of Shamanism

The development of Russian studies of shamanism followed quite different paths from the work in
America, although both considered ethnographic and empirical data as centrally important. As
Siberia started to be intensively colonized by the Russians, starting in the seventeenth century,
shamanism in the region was suppressed by the Christian missionaries as part of the process of
colonial Russification. During the Soviet era (at least from the 1920s to the 1970s), shamans were
severely persecuted directly by the government, through social isolation, purges, and extermina-
tion policies. This persecution was based on the cultural evolutionary theories of Marx and Engels,
who viewed shamanism, like any forms of religion, as superstition and destined to end in alien-
ation from the common good. Being treated as class enemies, thousands of shamans were arrested
and deported from their homes, often dying in gulags, with a subsequent loss in the rich oral tra-
dition of Siberian shamanism (Glavatskaya 2001, 245).

In such a political climate, Soviet scholars of shamanism described shamans in rather negative
terms, as hypnotizers of susceptible believers, for example, or malicious deceivers, or rich exploiters
of their people (Balzer 1997, xiv). In Soviet museums, Marjorie Balzer, an American scholar, noted
that shaman figures with insane and frightening appearances had been made and displayed in pub-
lic as evil religious figures. Another limitation of Soviet scholarship, noted by Ake Hultkrantz, was
that their studies contained very few references to sources published outside the former Soviet
Union (probably due to lack of access to this research); hence much Russian scholarly work gives
the impression that shamanism only existed in the Soviet area, with some extension to Lapland
and northern Alaska and Canada (Hultkrantz 1993, 4). Nevertheless, Soviet researchers did record
and gather ethnographic materials as historical data or for the purpose of comparative cultural
studies. These numerous data were catalogued and kept in the Leningrad (now St. Petersburg)
Museum and other museums, though without much analysis. Yet Vilmos Didszegi, a notable
Hungarian scholar on Siberian Tungus shamanism, realized the urgency of keeping the records of
disappearing religions and used the vital data for his interpretive studies for shamanism in North
Asia (Grim 1983, 22).
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In this encyclopedia, many entries have benefited from extensive Russian ethnographic
records for their analysis of shamanistic practices in North Asia. Elena Boikova’s entry, for exam-
ple, “Funeral Rites in Eurasian Shamanism,” is largely based on Russian archives of the nine-
teenth century.

By the end of the twentieth century, Russian scholars were taking shamanic practice seriously,
and many indigenous scholars had also started to study their own traditions in order to seek their
own shamanic heritage. This drastic change in attitudes toward shamans and shamanism in Siberia
and Central Asia was, as Balzer has explained, the result of wider societal changes that made all re-
ligious faith valid again after many years of repression (Balzer 1997, xiv). Especially in the past
couple of decades, as in the West, multiple approaches to shamanism have been welcomed; lin-
guists, ethnographers, folklorists, and historians have all contributed to the study of shamanism in
Russia and the independent nations of the former Soviet Union. This trend is evident in the many
entries under Eurasia in this encyclopedia. These entries make clear that Eurasian shamans in the
past provided healing, psychotherapy, and socioreligious leadership for their communities, as well
as entertaining ritual performances.

Eliade and Phenomenological Approaches to Shamanism

Mircea Eliade is one of the most influential figures in academic studies of shamanism. The extent
of his influence can be seen simply in the number of contributors to this encyclopedia who have
included his prominent work, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, in the references for their
entries. Yet Eliade was not an anthropologist and did not base his research on his own fieldwork;
rather, as a historian of religion, he was concerned with comprehending the religious meaning of
shamanism. Using his language skills, he was able to utilize a variety of sources from many differ-
ent European languages regarding shamanism that were available as of 1951 (the year of the first
publication of his classic work in French). Eliade’s contribution was to provide insight into
shamanism as an ecstatic technique used to contact the world of spirits.

His methodology is a hermeneutical study of religious phenomena based on an interpretation of
the data in a larger cultural context. Following Rudolf Otto, the renowned scholar of phenome-
nology of religion, Eliade related the religious experience to the divine, or the sacred, which has a
profound effect on life. For Eliade, ethnography is the interpretation of cultures, but not a system
of scientific laws to be discovered. The sacred is accessible only through an interpretative, or
hermeneutical, technique, which involves the discernment of meanings.

This hermeneutic approach to shamanism or any religion is something that Alice Kehoe, to take
one example of an anthropologist committed to fieldwork, considers too romantic and confusing.
Kehoe has criticized Eliade for “collecting second-hand data to picture and project ancient reli-
gion” and for undermining “the dirty fieldwork of more menial producers of data” (Kehoe 2000,
1). Contesting such criticism, Hultkrantz has argued that anthropology might not provide an ap-
propriate tool for theorizing shamanism, since the goals of anthropology are to understand histori-
cally situated and culturally mediated social practice (Hultkrantz 1993, 309). Hultkrantz argued
that a phenomenological approach is more appropriate to shamanism, given its articulation of the
human experience of the supernatural world and its power.

The academic debate between the anthropologists who emphasize empirical data and the reli-
gious scholars of phenomenology still goes on. In practice, most of the entries here are based on
interpretative analysis of available empirical data or ethnographies and do not present any serious
theoretical dilemma explicitly, but an awareness of the variety of theoretical assumptions in the
field should help the reader see each entry in context. Whatever shortcomings Eliade’s book on
shamanism has in terms of the use of particular data, grouping criteria, and the evaluation of
sources, Eliade has inspired numerous anthropologists and religious writers, including many of the
editors who worked on the various regions and the writers of the entries, and it remains as one of
the most pivotal books on shamanism from a hermeneutical perspective.
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Other Theoretical Issues

Perhaps the main issue shared by almost all the authors of entries in this encyclopedia focuses
on the definition of the term shamanism, although many of the entries do not explicitly men-
tion this issue. How to define shamanism has been one of the main problems for researchers in
the field from the very beginning of the study of shamanism in association with the study of
magic, animism, and “primitive” religion. The first and arguably most basic question was
whether shamanism was simply a form of magic or whether it could be considered a religion.
This theoretical question is addressed here as a background for the complex definition issues re-
garding shamanism.

Is Shamanism a Religion? The Magic vs. Religion Debate

Already in the nineteenth century, scholars of shamanism were concerned with the question of
whether shamanism is magic or a religion. As discussed earlier, some researchers consider ancient
shamanism as the original form of human religion, or at least an early form of religion. Anthropol-
ogists and sociologists looked at small-scale societies to understand the evolutionary development
of religious phenomena. For example, Edward Tylor (1871) regarded shamanism (which he called
animism) as the earliest form of religion, since it involves a belief that inanimate objects have souls
(Langdon 1989, 54). For some, shamanism is the substratum beneath all the world’s religions, and
“shamanism is understood not only in its culture-specific manifestations but also cross-culturally,
comparatively, as a near-universal phenomenon” (Furst 1994, 4). Peter Furst also made the point
that shamanism and shamans coexist with other forms of religious belief, rituals, and professional
priests.

The German anthropologist Wilhelm Schmidt (1931), holding an evolutionary view of reli-
gion, considered that shamanism was a primitive religion that (at least in “advanced” civilizations)
eventually evolved to a higher monotheistic religion. Similarly James Frazer (1854—1941) believed
that shamanistic magic was an early and false form of science and had to be replaced by a “higher”
science. Social functionalists Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) and Marcel Mauss (1872-1950) saw
magic as immoral and antisocial, in contrast with religion, which creates social cohesiveness and
solidarity within a community. These functionalists considered the magic practiced in shamanism
a private act for mainly evil individual goals, and ignored the significant positive role of the
shamans in contributing good will and spiritual strength to their communities.

Such views on magic and religion are generally considered as biased, reflecting a narrow Judeo-
Christian perspective. Other scholars writing in the early twentieth century, such as Bronislaw Ma-
linowski, Alfred Radcliffe-Brown, and Evans Pritchard, presented a more positive side of magic.
For example, Radcliffe-Brown observed that African witchcraft actually enforced socially accepted
behavior and concluded that magic aimed at social control and maintenance of social values.
Pritchard stressed that magic is a part of religion, as magic is involved with highly cognitive aspects
of human consideration. In early studies shamanism was often equated with magic in a pejorative
sense, but these twentieth-century anthropologists preferred to see almost no gap between magic
and religion in social as well as cognitive (psychological) functions. R. R. Marett summarized this
position and concluded that any distinction between religion and magic is an illusion due to eth-
nocentric projection and historical distortion (Versnel 1990, 180).

Hultkrantz saw the issue slightly differently, calling shamanism a religio-magical cultural com-
plex: that is, magic with an ingredient of established religion, though without a priesthood. He
considered shamanism as a “religious configuration (a mythico-ritual)” instead of a genuine reli-
gion (Bickman and Hultkrantz 1978, 10-11). He stressed that the key word is “supernatural,”
which defines any religious phenomenon, including shamanism, referring as it does to “extraordi-
nary,” “other transcendental reality” or as Durkheim put it, “the world of the mysteries”
(Hultkrantz 1983, 237). Thus Hultkrantz investigated the more religious components of shaman-
ism, stressing the shaman’s ability to perform magic and to communicate with the supernatural
world of spirits while in a state of trance or altered consciousness.
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The Problem of the Definition of Shamanism

After several centuries of debate, Western anthropologists, sociologists, and religious scholars have
generally agreed that shamanism is in some sense a religious phenomenon. Yet it is not at all clear
exactly what kind of religious phenomenon shamanism is. Some claim that the term shamanism
has been used so indiscriminately that it has lost its meaning. Certainly the use of the term raises
questions. Are all magicians, or all medicine men, for example, shamans? What quality makes
some religious practitioners shamans? Surely some kind of precise definition is needed as a basis in
order to treat shamanism in academic discourse. On the other hand, a strong case has been made
by contemporary thinkers that there is no such thing as a perfect or complete definition of the
term. In fact, Versnel claims that any definition is provisional or experiential and it needs continu-
ous readjustment and reworking (Versnel 1990, 186). From this point of view, a good definition is
an open definition, without absolute or exclusive implications. The term shamanism is only a con-
venient label, which helps us, as Evans-Pritchard said, to “sort out facts which are different or in
some respect different. If the labels do not prove helpful we can discard them” (Evans-Pritchard
1937, 11).

Nevertheless, it is natural to ask whether the origin of this particular label can shed any light on
its meaning. The term shaman was used by Dutch diplomats E. Ysbrant Ides and Adam Brand,
who accompanied a Russian embassy sent by Peter the Great to China during 1692-1695, as ex-
plained in the entry “History of the Study of Shamanism” in this encyclopedia. Ysbrant Ide’s pub-
lished accounts of the Tungus shamans, followed by several European writers, used the word
shaman. In 1875, the word shaman was included in an article for the Encyclopedia Britannica by
A. H. Sayce (Grim 1983, 15). The origin of the word has been debated by philologists and ethno-
linguists; the current scholarly consensus seems to be that the word is of Tungus origin, though its
root meaning in that language is still debated. Some have argued that the ultimate derivation is
from the Sanskrit or Pali word for a Buddhist monk, and since Buddhist monks were often con-
sidered to have magical powers, this Indian origin of the word is a possibility. Whatever the origin
of the word shaman, however, it seems clear that there is no single indigenous term that covers all
the various magico-religious activities that Westerners have called shamanism. A reasonable conclu-
sion is that shamanism has been created and developed as a heuristic term in the West, which helps
researchers to identify phenomena that are linked by a complicated network of similarities and
common qualities.

Not all researchers accept this perspective, of course. There are at least two major trends among
the researchers on shamanism. Those who define the term shamanism very broadly, as referring to
many different phenomena related to ecstatic behavior, are the first category. These researchers are
likely to accept shamanism as both an ancient and a universal phenomenon. For example, Ioan
Lewis belongs to the first category, since he includes spirit possession, witchcraft, and cannibalism
under shamanism. According to Lewis, “a shaman is an inspired prophet and healer, a charismatic
religious figure, with the power to control the spirits, usually by incarnating them. If spirits speak
through him, he is also likely to have the capacity to engage in mystical flight and other ‘out-of-
body experiences” (Lewis 1984, 9). Lawrence Krader saw shamanistic elements in all religions,
such as the role of ecstatic charismatic leaders in Buddhism and Judaism, and in various cults and
sects (Krader 1956, 282-292). Joan Halifax narrowed the definition somewhat by including in her
definition of shamanism various features such as an initiatory crisis; a vision quest, an ordeal, or an
experience of dismemberment and regeneration; the sacred tree or axis mundi and the spirit flight
associated with it; and the role of the shaman as a healer, in addition to the ability to enter
shamanic trance (Halifax 1991; Bowie 2000, 193). Geographically, Halifax included under
shamanism practices in the Arctic regions, as well as Australia, Africa, Borneo, and South America
and Mesoamerica.

Piers Vitebsky also belongs to the above category of the broad definer; he stressed that
“shamanic motifs, themes and character appear throughout human history, religion and psychol-
ogy” (Vitebsky 1995, 6). According to him, though shamanism is not a single, unified religion, it
is “a cross-cultural form of religious sensibility and practice.” He has argued that shamanism is not
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limited to northern Eurasia and the Americas, but can be found in Africa, New Guinea, and pre-
Christian Europe (Vitebsky 1995, 50-51).

Other researchers prefer a more narrow and restricted definition of shamanism, and they are
critical of the broad approach. They tend to confine the term to the specific cultural features
and worldview characteristic of the Siberian-Arctic complex (Bowie 2000, 194). Alice Kehoe
in her recent book, Shamans and Religion, took on the holders of the broad view, stating that
“The time is ripe for a sensible, serious overview of anthropological uses of the term and con-
cept ‘shaman’.” She claimed that Eliade, in initiating such a loose use of the term shaman,
placed shamanism within the broad range of “initiatory rites and mystical experiences of cer-
tain primitive and oriental peoples” (Eliade 1981, 116-117; Kehoe 2000, 1). She also rejected
the idea of ancient contact between Siberia and Northwestern America, and argued that simi-
larities between American Indian religious practices and Siberian practices were due to the
mixing of peoples in the late eighteenth and nineteenth century brought about by the Russian
fur trade (Kehoe 2000, 48). She also rejected the notion that shamans’ rituals and beliefs are
remnants of a primordial Paleolithic religion. Accordingly, she warned that applying the
generic word shaman is an oversimplification, arguing that “It is confusing and misleading to
use a simple blanket word, lifted from an unfamiliar Asian language, for a variety of culturally
recognized distinct practices and practitioners” (Kehoe 2000, 53). Thus Kehoe criticized Eli-
ade’s approach from the perspective of the anthropological tradition created by Boas and others
who stress the necessity of specific ethnographical data as empirical evidence for academic
analysis and interpretation.

Many writers have not accepted Eliade’s definition of shamanism as “an archaic technique of ec-
stasy” uncritically. Some have seen it as too simplistic and restrictive; for one thing, his “ecstasy”
does not include broader possessive trance and mastery of spirits, as Lewis and others pointed out.
Even in an early work on Tungus shamanism, Sergei Shirokogoroff (1935) stressed that the
shaman is a master of spirits and has a group of spirits varied in their interests and powers, whom
the shaman controls, using a complex of special methods. According to Hultkrantz, the two most
important components of shamanism are the ability of shamans to be in contact with the super-
natural world and their ability to act on behalf of their communities in a way based on their ex-
traordinary ecstatic experience, achieved with the aid of their helping spirits (Bickman and
Hultkrantz 1978, 11). Thus Hultkrantz treats ecstasy as just one element of the complex behavior
of the shaman, extending Eliade’s definition with his emphasis on the spiritual worlds with which
the shaman is deeply involved.

Joan Townsend has provided a working definition that summarizes the work of Hultkrantz and
others:

A shaman is one who has direct communication with spirits, is in control of spirits and altered
states of consciousness, undertakes some (magical) flights to the spirit world, and has a this-
material-world focus rather than a goal of personal enlightenment. Spirits may be allowed to
enter the shaman’s body and speak through him. And he can call spirits to be present at a cere-
mony. He/she usually remembers at least some part of a soul journey and normally is a healer.
(Townsend 1997a; 2001, 1)

The definition of shamanism that guided the making of this encyclopedia, as a religious belief
system in which the shaman is a specialist in the knowledge required to make a connection to the
world of the spirits in order to bring about benefits for the other members of the community, is
obviously a broad definition, designed to allow this work to be as inclusive as possible. Neverthe-
less, most of the entries were written based on ethnographical data, as Kehoe and others emphati-
cally stress. As this encyclopedia includes not only entries based on anthropological materials but
also those on historical, religious, and psychological aspects of shamanism in many different cul-
tural contexts, it is important to have a broad definition of shamanism, as noted in the preface, to
cover the wide range of cultural phenomena related to shamanism.
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Psychological Perspectives and Altered States of Consciousness

Another theoretical issue in the field centers on the psychological state of shamans. It is a crucial is-
sue, as shamans in North Asia and the Americas were often characterized as mentally deranged, neu-
rotic, schizoid, or psychotic, largely due to their behavior during trance. This kind of stigmatizing of
a shaman as a mentally sick person was created by Western researchers based on Western cultural
standards of madness and sanity. The shamans in their own cultures, however, carried out their posi-
tive roles as religious specialists and healers without such negative stigma. Obviously the abnormality
or normality of a shaman or indeed any person should be defined according to the standard of that
person’s culture. Nevertheless, as recently as 1967 Julian Silverman, the American psychiatrist, wrote
that the psychological state of the shaman is a form of acute schizophrenia characterized by “grossly
non-reality oriented ideation, abnormal perceptual experiences, profound emotional upheavals and
bizarre mannerisms” (Silverman 1967, 22; Krippner 2002, 965).

In order to test the alleged abnormality of shamans, Western psychologists have carried out vari-
ous studies. Stanley Krippner, in his article on “Conflicting Perspectives on Shamans and Shaman-
ism,” published in 2002, as well as in his entry in this encyclopedia, “Psychology and Shaman-
ism,” has provided several examples of such tests. For example, the Rorschach ink-blot test was
given to twelve male Apache shamans, fifty-two non-shamans, and seven self-nominated shamans
(Boyer et al., 1964, 179). The results indicated that the shamans were less hysterical and healthier
than the ordinary people, and no trace of neurotic or psychotic personality was found. Similarly
an epidemiological survey of psychiatric disorder among Bhutanese refugees, including forty-two
shamans, in Nepal, which was conducted through structured diagnostic interviews, showed that
fewer general anxiety disorders were detected among the shamans (Van Ommeren et al. 2002;
Krippner 2002, 966). These psychological studies showed that shamans were not mentally defi-
cient or psychotic, but highly imaginative and talented individuals with higher than average
awareness of the environment, concentration, and control of mental imagery. Along the same
lines, Morris Berman has described the shaman’s ability to go into trance as an ability to achieve
“heightened awareness,” a state of consciousness used in a healing modality somewhat similar to
psychotherapy (Berman 2000, 30). Krippner concluded that the psychological study of shaman-
ism could offer something to cognitive neuroscientists, social psychologists, psychological thera-
pists, and ecological psychologists (Krippner 2002, 970).

Hamayon, Kehoe, and other anthropologists are rather critical about these psychological studies
and the whole tendency to focus on altered states of consciousness as a characteristic of shaman-
ism. The reader will find in Hamayon’s entry, “History of the Study of Shamanism,” a warning
that the definition of shamanism in terms of states of consciousness is misleading, since it assumes
that shamanism is a universal phenomenon that can be found everywhere and at all times, from
prehistorical times to the present. Nevertheless, it can be argued that multidisciplinary approaches
that include psychology can enrich the study of shamanism; in any case, as with other debates,
both sides of the argument are presented in this encyclopedia.

One interesting result of the focus on altered states of consciousness has been the creation of
modern mystical movements, discussed by Joan Townsend in her entry “Core Shamanism and
Neo-Shamanism.” Inspired by traditional shamanism, Michael Harner and Carlos Castaneda have
been two major figures in these newer Western spiritual movements. Their movements encourage
individuals to have direct contact with the spiritual world, or to “journey” into alternate reality,
through drumming (emphasized in Harner’s Core Shamanism) or in some cases through the use
of hallucinogens (in some forms of Neo-Shamanism) in order to discover their own paths. The en-
tries “Neo-Shamanism in Germany” and “Russian Shamanism Today” also focus on the continu-
ing evolution of shamanic practices in a modern, urban setting.

The Organization of the Encyclopedia
A basic account of the organization of this encyclopedia is given in the Preface; more details are
added here to help the reader understand the encyclopedia’s framework. According to Hultkranz,
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for example, ecstatic healers and diviners of the Arctic and circumpolar regions, northern Asia,
North and South America, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific Islands are all shamans according to the
criteria used by many writers (Hultkrantz 1993, 7). East Asia and Africa are relatively latecomers
to studies of shamanism, but from the point of view of those, like Ioan Lewis (1971, 1984), who
see possession as the core of shamanic ecstasy, it makes sense to include these areas. Australasia and
Oceania are based on Andreas Lommel’s observation of shaman-like figures in Australia (1989),
which seems to agree with that of the various authors of the entries in that region.

The encyclopedia is divided into two major categories, the general entries at the beginning of
volume 1 and the regional entries in the rest of volume 1 and in volume 2. The general entries
contain much that will have particular interest for the general reader, as well as for the specialist
who is interested in a broader viewpoint of shamanism in general. For example, there are entries
that explore the relationship of shamanism to the world religions Buddhism, Christianity, and Is-
lam (in the entry “Sufism and Shamanism” and related entries), as well as entries that focus on
such areas as art, costume, ecology, gender, healing, psychology, and witchcraft. Initially we hoped
to include many other general topics, but in the end the actual volume of the regional entries ex-
ceeded by far that of the general entries. This is due to the fact that some general entries require a
degree of generalization of religious phenomena of many different cultures, a generalization that is
regarded as problematic for anthropologists, who have usually specialized in a particular culture
and who, moreover, avoid broad generalizations that can lead to innacurate and misleading inter-
pretations.

Some of the topics, such as Animal Symbolism, Dramatic Performance, Buddhism, and
Tantrism, can be classified in either general or regional entries, since many of the general entries
can be geographically bound and include evidence derived from at least one or two particular cul-
tures according to the author’s expertise. Thus general and regional classifications overlap each
other to some extent. These classifications were created for the convenience of users of the ency-
clopedia and are not to be considered as absolute categories.

The ten sections of regional entries take their names from the ten major regions of the world
covered: North America; Central and South America; Europe; Eurasia; Korea and Japan; China
and Sino-Asia; South Asia, the Himalayas, and Tibet; Southeast Asia; Australasia and Oceania;
and Africa. The overview that introduces each regional section was written by the regional editor
in charge of that section or by a representative, and it plays a crucial role in providing the reader
with a larger context for the individual entries. The overview introduces the region, starting with a
brief account of its geography, history, and general cultural characteristics, followed by the general
characteristics of shamanism in the region. A very brief introduction to each entry is also included.
Here again, no attempt has been made to impose one approach to the study of shamanism on the
scholars who have written the overviews; rather the overviews reflect the rich diversity of the field,
embodying the distinctive points of view and disciplinary approaches of their authors.

The reason for choosing to place some of the entries in the sections in which they are found
needs some explanation. For example, the Atayul people in Taiwan are geographically in the area
covered under the title “China and Sino-Asia,” but the entry has been placed in the “Australasia
and Oceania” section, since the Atayul are an Australasian people The guiding prlnc1ple is that
peoples of the same ethnic group are, as much as possible, placed in the same section, in order to
highlight the common features these peoples share, even when they have become widely separated,
due to migration and other reasons. Thus readers are advised to use both the index and the cross-
references, as well as the table of contents, to locate the various indigenous peoples who are cov-
ered. A few words on each section here may also be helpful in orienting the reader.

The entries in the regional section “North America” represent only a small selection from the
thousands of cultures that existed before the arrival of Europeans, but these entries provide in-
depth accounts of major North American and Circumpolar Arctic groups. Michael Winkelman,
in his overview, has presented the story of the migration of these peoples from North Asia and the
changes in their shamanistic practices over the centuries, both before and after contact with West-
ern Europeans. As he notes, North American shamanistic practitioners interact with the spirit
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world and induce trance through the use of drumming or chanting. Another scholar in the field,
Jordan Paper, has made the point that shamanism in North America (south of the Inuit) tended to
be more “democratized” than that of North Eurasian shamanism. He noted that the Siberian
shaman in North Asia was a specialist with specific societal roles, whereas the spirit world and the
trance experience were available to all members of the community in the Americas before Euro-
American cultural domination. Through trance and visionary experience, a personal relationship
with these spirits was vital for the benefit of individuals and the community (Paper 1990, 90).

The entries in the “Central and South America” section also cover vast cultural regions, where
“the most ancient, enduring and spectacular examples of shamanistic practices [are] documented,”
as Glenn Shepard explains in the overview. He believes Central and South American shamanism
developed independently from the Arctic practices in response to heterogeneous ecological, socio-
cultural, and historical conditions.

The section on European shamanism highlights shamanistic interpretation of the ancient, me-
dieval, and modern religious phenomena called variously paganism, witchcraft, mysticism, magic,
and Neo-Shamanism. The sources used include myths, folklore, and fairy tales. These entries pre-
sent the shamanistic practices of Celtic, English, Roman, Germanic, Finno-Ugric, Russian, and
other European peoples. Carl Ruck’s overview makes the case that European pagan practices have
never completely died out, and the entries themselves contain suggestions of an interesting conti-
nuity between the ancient practices among such peoples as the Celts and Romans and the prac-
tices of the modern spiritual movements of Neo-Shamanism.

Still, the number of entries in the European section is relatively small, whereas “Eurasia” in-
cludes the largest number of entries: Eurasia, as the center of Siberian and Arctic shamanism, seen
by many as the most authentic form of shamanism, has been historically the most well-studied re-
gion. In most Eurasian societies, traditional forms of shamanism have disappeared, but shamanis-
tic beliefs and rituals survived in many cultural systems, specifically in the idea of spirits, certain
rituals, and the worldviews of the people. The entries, some contributed by indigenous scholars,
are based on firsthand field experience of their own cultures.

East Asian entries are divided into two sections: Chinese cultural domains (“China and Sino-
Asia”) and the Altaic speakers” region (“Korea and Japan”). China has many different minority
groups. The Turko-Mongol peoples and Manchus in the north are included in “Eurasia,” due to
their ethnic and cultural affinity with the Eurasian peoples; the Yi and Miao, in the south; the Ti-
betans in the southwest are discussed in an entry in the “South Asia, the Himalayas, and Tibet”
section. The shamanistic practices of Hong Kong, Singapore, and the Chinese population of Tai-
wan are also included.

Korea has perhaps its own pivotal tradition of shamanism in East Asia, one which is very differ-
ent from Chinese shamanistic practices. For one thing, Chinese shamanism includes a much
broader range of practices, due to ethnic and cultural variations in China. Japanese shamanism is
seen as closer to Korean than to Chinese shamanism, due to possible ancient linguistic and cul-
tural ties with the Altaic peoples originating in Eurasia, although present forms of Korean shaman-
ism seem to be more performance-oriented than Japanese forms.

The region covered in the section “South Asia, the Himalayas, and Tibet” includes both Hindu
and Buddhist countries, all considered more or less under the Indian cultural domain. The Ti-
betans and related peoples in Nepal have clearer forms of shamanism than the forms found in In-
dia, where the practice of spirit possession, divination, healing, and exorcism are the main features
of shamanistic practice. In India, spirit possession can be practiced by any individual inclined to
such capacity, not just religious specialists.

Southeast Asia, which also provides a variety of shamanistic beliefs and practices, is one of the
core areas of Old World shamanism, according to Robert Winzeler’s entry, “Southeast Asian
Shamanism” (which supplements the overview with which he introduces the section). A belief in
spirits seems to be the common denominator of shamanism in Southeast Asia, but the various
forms of shamanism in this region are not necessarily related. Migrations of Southeast Asian peo-
ples by land and sea further complicate the religious map of the region.
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Possibly originating from Southeast Asia, the shamanistic practices of Australasian and Oceanic
peoples in Micronesia, Melanesia, and Polynesia are also included in this encyclopedia. Shamans
in this region are called various names such as healers, priests, and diviners, like shamans of many
other regions. There are strong shamanistic elements in the practices of these peoples, such as the
importance of trance and dream, although some writers in this field are reluctant to call them
“shamans.”

Africa has a rich variety of indigenous religious traditions, many stemming from ancient times.
Edith Turner’s overview points out that the narrowness of Eliade’s definition of shamanism has
done a disservice to the study of African religious practices. She adopts broader definitions of
shamanism, which include African spirit possession in healing and divination. The study of
shamanism in Africa has grown enormously, and the opportunities for fieldwork among peoples
whose practices still have many shamanistic elements have made valuable work possible. The en-
tries of the Africa section reflect such new perspectives on shamanism in Africa.

The inclusion of the perspectives of almost two hundred contributors writing about such a wide
range of cultures will allow the reader to consider the controversial issues already discussed, as well
as other fascinating questions in the field, questions such as, What kind of society or culture tends
to support shamanic or shamanistic beliefs and rituals? Under what circumstances do people tend
to turn to shamans as their helpers and healers? Scholars such as Jane Atkinson have pointed out
that shamanism never occurs in isolation, but is always embedded in wider systems of thought and
practice (Atkinson 1992, 315). Our hope is that this encyclopedia will provide the foundations of
a study not only of shamanism itself but also of the wider societal and cultural basis of which each
form of shamanism is a part.

Mariko Namba Walter
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ANIMAL SYMBOLISM (AFRICA)
Across Africa, one of the primary duties of tradi-
tional healers is the manipulation of symbolic
paraphernalia, especially in ritual contexts. Many
of the important symbols in ritual life relate to
animals, yet any attempt to systematize animal
symbolism as it relates to indigenous beliefs in
the whole of Africa cannot but be general. In-
deed, Africa embodies greatly diverse cultural
traditions on both the regional and the local
level. What follows focuses on the various means
ritual specialists use to manipulate animal sym-
bols. It draws on a number of African cultures,
in the expectation that such particular remarks
will elicit more general themes prevalent in
shamanistic practice throughout Africa.

Animal Symbolism and Cultural Values

Animal symbolism plays a huge role in social
life in Africa: Animals and their behaviors fre-
quently represent the unwritten rules of a soci-
ety. It is ritual specialists and mediums who
bring these rules to light and reiterate their im-
portance to the community. Thus, animal sym-
bolism, through the mediation of ritual special-
ists, serves as a means to instill values within
the varied cultural contexts in which it is used.
This can be seen in several ways: most notably
perhaps in terms of aspects of social organiza-
tion, cosmology, and personal power.

Social Organization

Many African societies view the animal king-
dom as a reflection of their own human society.
Indeed, such considerations are made particu-
larly explicit in ritual life when symbols are ma-
nipulated and used to facilitate entering into
various states of ecstatic trance or spirit medi-
umship. The organization of the animal king-

dom is often considered as mirroring the hier-
archical structure of many African societies.
Thus, in most of West Africa, at the acme of
the hierarchy is the lion. One of the greatest
compliments is to be compared to a lion; in-
deed, in a great number of rituals the lion is an
especially popular symbol of strength and
power. In many senses, lions are seen to have
taught human beings how to live, hunt, and
behave nobly. Thus animals and their actions
bespeak values inherent in humans, so that
symbols fuse perceptions of the animal king-
dom and actual social life. In relationship to
human society, mediums’ interactions with ani-
mals suggest a didactic relationship: Animals
teach and instill knowledge that, often trans-
mitted through the religious specialist, is re-
lated back to the community and elucidates ap-
propriate modes of conduct.

Cosmology

Animals relate to spirits or supernatural worlds
as well. Sometimes animals are held to have di-
rect recourse to the spiritual pantheon, espe-
cially when they symbolize lineage or represent
ancestral sprits. In a great variety of cases, ani-
mals are thought to embody human spirits; this
holds for actual living animals, as well as for the
spirits of animals. In either case, whether
through interpreting their movements or acting
as a spirit medium, the medium interacts with
human spirits in animal form. Alternatively,
various responsibilities are attributed to animal
spirits, and it is the job of the medium to
know, if not to manipulate, these influences.
Animals, then, consistently symbolize recurrent
themes inherent in social and psychological life.
Accordingly, the use of animal symbols, both in
shamanistic ritual and ordinary life, is a con-
spicuous element of social life in Africa.
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Personal Power

Most importantly, the religious specialists are
charged with placating the malevolent forces
that are often believed to be harming the com-
munity. In so doing, they engage with various
sorts of animal symbols, the meanings of which
are culturally specific and sometimes far from
obvious. Indeed, notable differences between
animal symbolism and human qualities can be
drawn. For example, small and weak creatures
commonly symbolize positive qualities such as
survival and determination rather than negative
ones such as vulnerability and feebleness. De-
spite the fact that animals such as hares are prey
in the wild, easily and commonly slain by
larger more powerful animals, in the social
world they represent decidedly favorable char-
acteristics. So, inasmuch as symbols of power
speak to recurrent themes in African social life,
symbols of resilience and persistence suggest
that the sometimes difficult quest for survival is

held to be valuable.

Healing

The most widespread occurrences of animal
symbolism in shamanistic practice in Africa
have to do with healing. Indeed, myriad cul-
tures incorporate animals into healing rituals.
The Lebu healers, known especially for their
expertise in the Ndeup ceremony, are called
ndeupkaat in the Lebu version of the Wolof
language. In rituals among the Lebu of Senegal,
shaman-healers dress as hyenas and are con-
fronted and scared off by the more powerful
and noble lion. The hyena represents immoral-
ity and human weakness. The hyena is thus
seen as symbolizing all that is negative about
humans, which perhaps explains why it is so
frequently referred to in modern West African
culture (see Mambéty 1992). Lebu shaman-
healers generally contribute to strengthening
community morality by demanding that
women take part in the Ndeup ceremony,
which serves to ward off evil spirits from the
community, as well as satisfying the needs of
other spirits who demand sacrifices.

In order to identify the evil spirits who may
have contaminated a human body, causing de-
pression, Lebu ritual specialists tie up the sick
person next to a tied goat or bull (such animals
are common in ritual sacrifice throughout
Africa and are used similarly by the Bamiléké in

Cameroon). The shaman-healer then anoints
the ill person with the blood of chickens and
the horns of a bull, seeking the name of the
contaminating spirit. Women are then ordered
to chant as the shaman-healer consults these
spirits. Their rhythmic chants, in fact, enable
the shaman-healer to enter into the ecstatic
state necessary to communicate with the spirits
causing the illness. Eventually the ill person
feels reborn and is ordered to jump over the an-
imal seven times. Then he sits on the animal’s
side and whispers all his desires into the crea-
ture’s ear before it is sacrificed. From here,
many people accompany the ill person to a spe-
cific location, where many of them fall into
trances induced and supervised by the shaman-
healer. Afterwards, the ill person is declared
healed, his troubles having been transferred to
the animal before it was sacrificed. Thus
through ritual, the shaman-healer instills
morality back into a member of the commu-
nity and reasserts his authority as guide.

The importance of lion symbols in Lebu rit-
ual practices reflects the recurrence of this crea-
ture as a symbol of power throughout West
Africa. Another example from Ghana under-
scores the importance of the lion to voodoo
healers. Lions, in addition to hyenas and hares,
serve as central symbols in rituals of curing. In
order to reach spirit worlds in the relatively re-
cent Dhani voodoo form, these healers use ac-
tual parts of a lion’s body as ingredients in con-
coctions present during these rituals. The lion
is equally important in East Africa as well.
Amongst the East African Nuer peoples, a
healer is seen to be an expert in the “science” of
the lion, which underlines the importance of
the creature as a link between seer and spirits in
shamanistic ceremony. By contrast, in other
parts of East Africa, the lion symbolizes lazi-
ness, and hence is a negative, if not insulting,
symbol. As such, it is either not used in ritual,
or used in a negative way.

Trance, Dream-States,

and Spirit Mediumship

Many African tribal traditions show that hu-
mans are mistaken in believing they are sepa-
rate and different from the animals. For exam-
ple, animals gave the gift of enlightenment to
humankind, and this gift is given again
through shamanistic dreams and altered states



of consciousness. Normally, shamanic ecstatic
trance or dream-states, in which animals often
appear to the seer as humans, make it clear that
humankind’s acquisition of hunting knowledge
represents an endowment of gifts and wisdom
from predators to humankind. The relation-
ships and sets of interaction between healers
and animals can be broken down into four dis-
tinct types: tutelage, personification, communi-
cation, and protection.

Tutelage

The idea of an intimate relationship of tutelage
between humans and animals has continued
over time. Such motifs have sometimes, for ex-
ample, been grafted onto the story of Njajaan
Njaay, the hero of the Wolof people and
founder of the thirteenth-century Waalo king-
dom. Njaay was reputed to be a diplomat and
fair dispenser of justice, who could unite peo-
ples behind him as if by magic. Although sto-
ries of his miraculous return after many lost
years abound, some stories (see Diouf 2001)
now portray him as having been brought up by
lions and then returning part-man/part-lion to
unite the people of the Waalo kingdom, due to
the wisdom and powers acquired from his ex-
perience with lions.

Moreover, healers often state that it is thanks
to the various sorts of tutelage that animal spir-
its offer them that they are able to ply their
trade. In some instances, this tutelage comes to
nonreligious specialists, and it is in this way
that they are started on the path to becoming
healers endowed with special abilities and pow-
ers. This is one way among many others that
such healers are selected in varied cultures
across Africa.

Personification

Spirit mediums commonly assume animal per-
sonae in rituals. In so doing, they reaffirm the
importance of animals in daily life and, by ex-
tension, the efficacy of animal symbolism in
ritual. For instance, in shamanistic practices
among Senufo societies in Cote d’Ivoire and
Mali, the practitioners use bull, ram, or ante-
lope horns to symbolize masculinity in the
masks they create for their rituals. Using such
paraphernalia, the healer strives to be able to
relate to such animal spirits and in so doing to
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placate the malevolent forces inherent in them
and stress their benevolent qualities.

Communication

In southern Africa, one of the central functions
of !Kung shamanic trance is to communicate
with or act as a spirit medium for animal spir-
its, because animals are seen as messengers be-
tween worlds. In order to communicate with
them and coax them into certain locations so
that they may be more easily hunted, mediums
are reputed to leave their own bodies and enter
those of the animals, at which point they can
communicate with and persuade them. Alter-
natively, when animal spirits represent malevo-
lent forces, 'Kung shaman-healers may serve as
spirit mediums for the animals’ spirits in order
to allow the animals to communicate to the
community as a whole.

Among the !Kung, music is a central means
of bringing about trance. Songs tend to be of
two sorts. They either tell about animals and
their relation to social or spiritual life, or they
mimic the sounds of animals, using either voice
or instrument (or both). In either case, the rela-
tionship between animals and trance should be
clear: Songs, an essential means for entering an
ecstatic state, focus on animals, and the trance
itself allows communication with animal spir-
its. The 'Kung, as a historical hunter-gather no-
madic group, place an extreme emphasis on
community relations with animals, and this is
indeed made manifest through ritual and in
particular through the conduct of the !Kung
shaman-healer.

Protection

On the other hand, and unlike !Kung society,
in which trance permits animals spirits to enter
humans and vice versa, in parts of West Africa
some animals are seen as containing the spirits
of angry humans. Such animals often come to
haunt people who have unjustly preyed upon
fellow humans or creatures. Shaman-healers are
believed to have the abilities needed to cure in-
dividuals of the illnesses brought about by un-
wanted spirit possession, and even more impor-
tantly, to protect the whole community. The
shaman-healer’s role as protector is made clear
in a Lebu myth that tells how a man, wronged

and killed by his friend after the friend had
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murdered the man’s powerful father, returned
in the form of a shark, which also carried the
spirit of his father, and haunted the murderer,
eventually killing him (see Ngom 1982; Wade
2002). Although the murderer had mended his
ways and assumed the power of the lion in a
shamanistic ritual, such a transformation did
not kill his guilty conscience, which the shark
may be taken to symbolize. This myth and the
shamanistic uses of animal symbolism depicted
in it give evidence of perception of the some-
times negative influence of animal spirits in
daily life. The shaman-healer is responsible for
preventing these negative influences from com-
ing to fruition.

Some Changes

Ritual ceremonies and animal symbolism in
Africa is changing. Whereas lion symbolism
once formed the basis of many forms of African
culture, and ritual sacrifices of bulls and goats
lay solely within the domain of shamanistic
practice, the lion has more recently emerged as a
symbol for specific nations rather than for the
whole of mankind, and the sacrifice of bulls and
goats has been incorporated into Islamic rituals.

Although the types of rituals supervised by
mediums and the types of animal symbols they
use are shifting, the need for religious specialists
to interact with the spirit world and their abil-
ity to do so remain omnipresent. Among the
'Kung, for instance, new trance dances have ap-
peared within the last decade, and with them
come new roles for animal spirits and new ways
in which to ritually engage them. Yet shamanis-
tic practice is controversial, especially due to
the ubiquitous influence of scriptural religions
in so many parts of Africa. Moreover, in many
parts of the continent shamanistic practices are
hotly contested as outdated and out of step
with the modern world.

In turn, the manipulation of animal symbols
is no longer exclusively the property of
shaman-healers and ritual specialists. On the
contrary, new generations of Africans are atten-
tive to means whereby they can combine old
symbols with new representations. Indeed, the
increase in outlets of expression such as films
and texts has meant new ways of showing the
importance of animal symbolism in most of so-
cial life. In addition, the meaning of symbols is
changing significantly. Even though most of

these animals have maintained their symbolic
roles over centuries, it is to be expected that
some creatures may change their roles and that
new animal symbols will continue to emerge.

Chris Hogarth
Noah Butler

See also: !Kung Healing, African Traditional
Medicine; Ancestor Worship in Africa; Cape
Nguni Shamanism; Entoptic Images;
Initiation; Ritual, and Possession; Rock Art
and Shamanism
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ANIMAL SYMBOLISM (AMERICAS)

For the indigenous peoples of the Americas, the
symbolism associated with animals helps form
and configure indispensable links between hu-
man, natural, and spiritual realms. Expressive
of these vital relationships, animals are often re-
ferred to and categorized as Animal People, or
some variation on that theme. Although there
are of course regional and tribal variations, in
general the resulting mediations help commu-
nicate the knowledge and teachings, as well as
the transformative potency, to successfully or-
chestrate a rite of passage, a healing ceremony, a
hunting ritual, or the renewal of the world it-
self. Partnership with the Animal People was es-
tablished in the creation time, and is revealed
and celebrated through the telling of the oral
traditions. A particular partnership may also be
personally acquired through a visionary experi-
ence, or perhaps inherited, and expressed in the
images used to adorn a costume, heard in the
words of a song, and observed in the move-
ments of a dancer as he is transfigured into an
eagle, jaguar, or wolf. And it is a partnership
that allows a shaman to journey as easily to the
creation time as to the bottom of the sea, tran-
scending temporal and spatial dimensions. An
appreciation of the relational roles and mean-
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Apsaroke shaman Crow wearing eagle
headdress. 1908. (Library of Congress)

ings of the Animal People, richly embedded in
narrative and ritual symbolism, is thus an es-
sential component of an understanding of the
structures and dynamics of American Indian
shamanism. Some of the traditions that nur-
tured the links between humans and the Ani-
mal People are still alive, others are not; but for
the sake of simplicity, all will be described in
the present tense in what follows, except where
clearly linked to a world that no longer exists.

The significance and relationship animals
have with humans were set forth during the
primordial time of creation, as witnessed in the
actions and deeds of such mythic animal beings
as Coyote, Salmon, Raven, or Spider, and as
discovered and celebrated in the retelling of the
oral traditions. The mythic Animal People are
beings with volition, thought, and speech, ex-
hibiting human desires and frailties, often with
animal names and characteristics, and typically
with great transformative powers. In the begin-
ning they confronted and destroyed monsters
of all sorts, and prepared the world for the
coming of humans.

In one Crow Indian oral tradition (of the
North American northern Great Plains), it was
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Isdahkawuattee, Old Man Coyote, with the
help of four ducks, who brought dry land to a
watery world. Then with his younger brother,
Little Fox, Old Man Coyote traveled the land,
transforming it into mountains and valleys, cre-
ating the game animals and fish, and finally hu-
mans themselves. Old Man Coyote subse-
quently established the kinship rules, hunting
practices, and religious ceremonies necessary
for humans to prosper. Although a culture hero
and benefactor for humans, Coyote was also
endowed with self-serving, trickster qualities.
As Coyote was given his particular disposition,
so too were the other animals. In the instance
of the Nez Perce (of the North American
Plateau area), it was Hanwaydat, the Creator,
who named all the animals and gave them their
specific abilities. These “assigned” qualities
helped determine the unique character of each
animal species, whether exhibited in their be-
havior as game animals or in their potency and
prerogatives as guardian spirits.

In preparing the world for humans, the Ani-
mal People also brought forth the essential
teachings that further patterned the nature of
animal-human relations. Continually empha-
sized in the oral traditions of the Plateau peo-
ples of North America is the importance of not
hunting too many animals, of sharing all that is
acquired, and of not boasting of one’s success in
the hunt. In a creation story told by the Desana
of the Colombian Amazon, humans arrived on
earth in a great Snake-Canoe, the anaconda,
who also acts as a watchdog for Vai-mahsé, the
Master of all the Animals. The success of the
hunter as well as the payé (shaman) depends on
their ability to enter into certain symbolic sex-
ual relations with Vai-mahsé. The intimate asso-
ciation between human and animal was further
strengthened by the nature of the first couple,
which consisted of a human Desana and an
aracii fish. All later Desana would trace their an-
cestral kinship to this union, and a significant
part of their diet consists of this important fish.

Shamanic success, be it in healing the sick,
hunting an animal, or renewal of the world,
can depend on the ability of shamans to travel
the landscape of the primordial era and renew
their kinship with the Animal People, dissolv-
ing temporal and spatial boundaries. It is an act
accomplished only after carefully listening to
and interpreting the teachings, symbolically
represented in the oral traditions and in the

shaman’s own visionary experiences. As an Iglu-
lik angdkut (of the Canadian Arctic) applies
with great skill the “magic words,” utterances
once spoken by the animals and handed down
from the beginning of time, shamans through-
out the Americas learn and use the esoteric lan-
guages of the Animal People. Adept at singing
their own medicine songs, shamans must be
just as much at ease deciphering the rich sym-
bolism of dreams, visions, and oral traditions,
all of which have emanated from the voices of
the Animal People.

In various rites of passage, especially those as-
sociated with vision questing and shamanic ini-
tiation, the importance of establishing kinship
with the Animal People is particularly para-
mount. During an initiatory vision, it would
likely be an animal spirit, either in animal or
human form, that communicates with the
seeker. Serving as a guide, the animal spirit
would escort the neophyte in a journey of spiri-
tual discovery into the landscape of the primor-
dial time. Such a journey is rich in imagery,
and it may only be a shaman, wise in years,
who can interpret the significance of the dream
gift. Among the Plains and Plateau peoples of
North America the eagle or hawk could sym-
bolize flight, while the salmon or buffalo could
refer to sustenance, or bounty.

The culmination of the Desana shaman’s ini-
tiation occurs when the novice takes vihd snuff.
If the vihé accepts the novice, the novice is
turned into an animal shape, perhaps into the
yé’e, “jaguar,” and roams the forest indistin-
guishable from its other inhabitants. For the
Desana another term for payé (shaman) is yé'e.
As an intermediary between society and nature,
the payé is able to change himself into the
jaguar and travel the spiritual terrain of the
forests. The jaguar is to nature as the payé is to
humans; each must be a great hunter if survival
is to be assured. Following initiation, the payé
(who is always male) can turn into the jaguar at
will. The association is so complete that the
payé speaks with the voice and sees with the
eyes of the jaguar; he devours raw meat and
sleeps on the ground. Created by the Sun Cre-
ator to be his main intermediary on earth, the
jaguar has great powers of fertility, is associated
with fire, and is heard by its roar, the thunder.
So powerful, the yé’e is the only animal not un-
der the control of the Vai-mahsg, the Master of
the Animals.



Having demonstrated their tremendous
transformative powers in the preparation of the
world for humans, the Animal People can be
viewed as archetypal of the original shamans.
As the shaman is able to identify and establish a
personal kinship bond with a particular Animal
Being, perhaps replicating its character, the
transformative potency of the Animal People is
brought to bear for the shaman to affect the
lives of others. Among the Crow, an akbaalia,
“one who doctors,” has an adoptive relation-
ship with his “medicine father,” perhaps an elk,
eagle, or buffalo, acquired during a vision
quest. In addition, the personality qualities of
the akbaalfa himself often parallel the primary
transformer in Crow tradition, Coyote. Al-
though typically self-effacing, a benefactor and
a healer of the sick, the akbaalia can just as eas-
ily assume the role of a trickster, deceptive and
self-serving, especially in the face of a rival.
Among the Coeur d’Alene (of the North Amer-
ican Plateau), an individual’s suumesh (spiritual
power) is expressed in the song acquired in a vi-
sion from a guardian spirit and renewed each
winter in the Jump Dance. During the dance,
when an individual properly sings his suumesh
song, he becomes his animal spirit, speaking its
voice and dancing its mannerisms, perhaps that
of a wolf or an elk. If the song is not properly
sung, ill fortune and spirit sickness will likely
ensue. If the song is properly sung by, for ex-
ample, a salmon shaman, then the spirit of the
salmon will provide the insights and power for
the salmon shaman to successfully coordinate
salmon fishing.

The nature of a shaman’s particular spiritual
power is often framed in how his animal
guardian spirit is categorized within the larger
worldview of his society. In many hunting-ori-
ented societies, for example, a hunter will seek
out a predatory animal as his spirit guide. For
the Iglulik, the fox, owl, bear, and shark, all
great hunters themselves, are considered among
the most powerful helping spirits for a human
hunter. As noted, hunting success for the De-
sana pay¢ revolves around an intimate relation-
ship with the animal hunter par excellence, the
jaguar. Among the Crow, there is a close associa-
tion between what are considered the natural at-
tributes of an animal and the particular spiritual
powers of a baaxpée (medicine). As the squirrel
spends its time gathering and storing nuts and
berries for the coming winter, possessing squir-
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rel medicine helps assure food for one’s family.
As the eagle’s keen sight and physical prowess
are unsurpassed, eagle baaxpée is highly sought.
This categorical relationship is not unlike that
expressed in the use of an “Indian name.” Often
ritually bestowed on a child by an elder, the
name itself would refer to a particular animal
and perhaps some special action of that ani-
mal—Swift Hawk or Hidden Badger. If cared
for properly, the animal name would help pro-
tect the child and nurture in the child abilities
of the kind expressed in the name.

With newly acquired kinship with the Ani-
mal People, the initiated shaman is ready to ap-
ply the transformative powers of the primordial
realm to the welfare of the human realm. As
shamanic societies are often dependent on
game animals, birds, and fish for subsistence,
one primary focus of ritual effort is in the per-
petuation of animal species. These efforts
might take the form of individual hunting ritu-
als, specific to a hunter and his game, as well as
more communal ceremonials, seeking renewal
in the vitality of the entire animal world.

The game animals are themselves often char-
acterized as possessing humanlike qualities and
referred to as kinsmen. For the Desana, the
deer is the most human animal of the forests,
able to laugh and dance, with its own language,
and prone to suffer from illnesses. As a princi-
pal game animal, the deer represents the female
principle and symbolizes cleanliness. Similarly
the deer for the Coeur d’Alene is Amotqn’s, the
Creator’s, favorite pet. It knows the thoughts of
the hunters, and enjoys playing games of hide
and seek with them. As with the buffalo on the
Plains and salmon in the Plateau of North
America, the deer is often addressed as a
“brother.” With its intelligence and close physi-
cal resemblance to humans, the bear for the
Naskapi of the interior Labrador of North
America is one of the most powerful of all ani-
mals, having influence over the other animals
and knowing the inner desires of hunters.
Tremendous ritual observances are thus paid to
the bear, from communicating with it through
dreams, to showing care in how it is consumed
and its bones are disposed.

There is a widespread respect shown to the
bones of game animals. Often symbolizing the
souls of animals, the bones of animals are to be
respected and returned to the place of their ori-
gins. In so doing, hunters facilitate the rebirth
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of the animals. Among the Iglulik, dogs are not
allowed to chew on the bones during the
butchering of an animal, lest the soul of the an-
imal be offended. Among the Naskapi, the
bones of the beaver are ritually deposited back
in the river from which the beaver came, to
please the “giant beaver,” Master of the Beaver,
so he might look favorably on the hunter and
allow the spirit of the animal to return to life.
The bones of other game animals are ritually
collected and placed in trees near where the an-
imals were hunted or eaten, to honor the ani-
mals. Among the Plateau peoples, the bones of
salmon are returned to rivers to be reborn. As a
link to the soul, the bones can also be used in
divination. Among the Naskapi, a hunter at-
tempts to induce a dream, pwamu, to commu-
nicate with the animal’s spirit. If the soul of the
animal, such as a caribou or beaver, comes to
the hunter, the dream can be clarified by char-
ring the shoulder blade of the animal. When
reading the resulting marks on the burnt bone
is accompanied by singing and drumming, the
marks reveal the language of the animal’s soul,
guiding the hunter to where the animal can be
located.

As in any kinship-based relationship, reci-
procity is needed if the animal-human relation-
ship is to continue. If an animal “brother” is to
offer its flesh to a hunter, a gift must be given in
exchange. If the salmon spirit is to assist a
shaman in the salmon harvest, the shaman must
give respect to his suumesh (the spiritual power
of the salmon). These exchanges can involve a
wide variety of symbolic gifts, such as the souls
of an enemy, as among the Desana, or adher-
ence to an elaborate set of respect rules and
taboos, as exemplified by the Iglulik. When the
balance is maintained, the animal populations
are replenished and maintained, and the hunters
are offered the flesh of their animal kinsmen. By
entering into a relationship with the Animal
Peoples, power is then applied back to perpetu-
ating animal, as well as human, kinsmen.

The various exchanges seek not only to
maintain the assistance of a guardian animal
spirit and garner the favor of the game animal
itself, but also to secure the goodwill of a
prominent Animal Person or Master of Ani-
mals who oversees the game animals. When an
imbalance in the gift exchanges occurs, as when
a hunter kills too many animals or the dogs
chew on the bones, the animal flesh is withheld

from the hunter, and the human populations
suffer. It would then be the responsibility of the
shaman to help restore the balance by traveling
to the place of the Master of the Animals and
appeasing it.

Among the Desana there are two Vai-mahsg,
Masters of the Animals, one for the animals of
the forests, a masculine being, and the other for
the fish of the rivers, a feminine being. Their
periodic sexual visits with each other assure ani-
mal and fish offspring. Vai-mahsé can appear as
a dwarf painted red, or as a small lizard. In a
hallucinated state the payé travels to the Milky
Way and with the help of Vih4-mahsé, the
Master of the vihé snuff, negotiates an ex-
change. For the souls of humans from a neigh-
boring tribe the hunters will receive game ani-
mals; by the death of humans the loss of
animals is replenished. If a hunter kills the
wrong animals, for whom an exchange was not
negotiated, Vai-mahsé may send sickness or
dangerous animals, and famine may result.

An Iglulik angdkut seeks to keep the right
balance between humans and the domain of
animals, presided over by Takdnakapsaluk,
Mother of the Sea Animals. When too many
animals are taken, or when taboos are broken,
the angdkut must restore the imbalance by
“fall[ing] down in order to bring to light the
animals hunted,” that is, by journeying to the
dangerous bottom of the sea and the abode of
Takdnakapsaluk. There he must win her favor.

In the Mandan Okipa ceremony (of the
Great Plains of North America), the assistance
of the Animal People was called upon to per-
petuate the buffalo herds and a good hunt.
Dancers became key primordial beings, such as
Lone Man (Buffalo Spirit), Hoita (Speckled
Eagle), and, dressed in a coyote hide, First Cre-
ator. The Buffalo dancers had blackened bod-
ies with white and red strips on their legs and
arms, and wore a buffalo head, buffalo hair an-
klets, breechcloth, and tails on their backs.
The ritual drama of the ceremony sought to
replicate the creation time, dramatizing a
period of struggle and famine, when the buf-
falo were eventfully released from their captiv-
ity in Dog Den Butte. If the dancers were suc-
cessful, the transformative power of the
Mythic Animal People was brought to bear, re-
newing and perpetuating the world of animals
and humans alike.

Rodney Frey
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ANIMAL SYMBOLISM (ASIA)
Animals and plants are intimately related to
aboriginal religions and to shamanism and its
practices in particular. In this respect, Euro-
pean, Central Asian, and North African
shamanism probably have the longest history of
evidence of this association: many petroglyphs,
dating from the Upper Paleolithic to the pre-
modern period, arguably depict shamans, who
are always surrounded by animals. The relation
between shamans or other practitioners of abo-
riginal traditions and animals and plants is ex-
tremely multifaceted and complex. Animals
and plants and animal-anthropomorphic fig-
ures, mythic or real, sacred or profane, have
played very diverse roles within and across
Asian cultures. Unfortunately, Eurasian sha-
manism, much of the territory of the practice
of which falls within China, Mongolia, and the
former USSR, has not been studied in all its di-
versity due to the severe ideological restrictions
in the above-mentioned countries (Hutton
2001). One of the most regrettable results of
this is that very rich data on the traditional
myths and folklore, collected by the folklorists
in the twentieth century, was called secular
folklore and was almost never linked to the
shamanic and other aboriginal religious prac-
tices of which it has been a natural part. Fortu-
nately, it is still not too late to make such a
connection, using the unpublished archival ma-
terials and field research. It is this material that
makes it possible to discuss the categorization
of the different roles and functions that animals
play in the myth and practice of Eurasian
shamanism.

Animals in the Creation Myths

Most of the creation myths of the aboriginal
nations of Asia do not involve an animal as the
Creator. Usually, the Creator is vaguely anthro-
pomorphic or uniconic (shapeless). The excep-
tion to this general rule in Eurasia is found
among Paleoasian groups (Mongoloid peoples
of northeastern Asia—the Chukchee, Itel’'men,
and others), who consider the Raven (Kutkh)
to be the Trickster-Creator (and the shamanic
prototype). This fact and the proximity of the
above-mentioned groups to North America
(Paleoasians live in the far northeast of Siberia,
mostly along the northern Pacific coast) sug-
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gests the shared roots with a number of the
West Coast Native groups of North America
(e.g., Tlingit, Haida) whose mythology has
striking similarities to the Paleoasians’.

Although the Creator in the myths of most
aboriginal cultures of Eurasia cannot be easily
connected with any animal figure, however, he
(or sometimes she, or it, or they) always has an-
imal helpers, who are created prior to humans
and function as demiurges (supernatural beings
imagined as creating or fashioning the world in
subordination to the Supreme Being). The list
of such animals varies from culture to culture
(sometimes, animals work as teams during the
creation process, performing different func-
tions) and is very extensive: For example,
among Finno-Ugrians (Saami, Khanty, et al.) a
very important spirit-animal demiurge is a
duck, or a loon; among the Ainu of Hokkaido,
Japan, it is a type of magpie, and so on. How-
ever, almost all of the animals that a given cul-
ture lives among have certain roles in the Cre-
ation process and Mythic Time, and thus are
marked with specific sacred properties.

In some cultures, myths tell about a first at-
tempt at mankind, or an alternative mankind,
or even several alternatives, each a different
species. The leading (but not unique) candidate
for the role of an alternative mankind through-
out boreal and circumpolar Eurasia is the bear.
Thus, animals are considered the older siblings
of humans, and their treatment in the religious
context reflects the family hierarchy of the
group in question, where younger and older
siblings have their specific roles, rights, and re-
sponsibilities. Being the “first ones,” animals
are considered to have a more immediate con-
nection to the Spirit World, and often function
as its emanations and messengers. In these roles
they are employed by shamans.

Moreover, many stories of the Mythic Time
tell of animals interbreeding with humans. It is
very important to notice that in most totemic
beliefs that involve the descent of a lineage
from an animal, the animal is not the only an-
cestor of a given lineage, but is one of the
proto-parents (the other one is usually either a
human, or a mythic being, as illustrated by the
myth of the origin of Tibetans, according to
which they originated from an ape and an
ogress). The totemic ancestors are not necessar-
ily the important animals of the Creation
myths. However, as in the case of the Bulagat

and Ekhirit clans of Buryats (Lake Baikal area,
Russia) whose totems are, respectively, Blue
Bull (Bukha-Noyon) and a Dogfish, the totems
are not the ancestors, but rather the patrons of
the clans from among the animals of the cre-
ation team. Shamans usually employ as their
spirit helpers not the totemic animals, but
rather the animals who are/were important in
the Creation myths—due to the specific pow-
ers they have, which made them so important
during the Creation process.

Three Spheres and
Varieties of Animal Roles

Shamans, and the practices of traditional reli-
gions in general, function as a support of the
balance, or homeostasis (Hamayon 1994,
109-125) of three closely connected and inter-
penetrating, but nonetheless differentiated
spheres of the aboriginal universe: the human
sphere, the spirit sphere, and the natural
sphere. The communication/negotiation may
be happening in any direction between any of
the two spheres to affect the third one. In the
hunting ceremonies, spirits (the Masters of the
Animals, who are not the animals themselves)
are asked to intercede on behalf of humans to
bring the game. In shamanic ceremonies, ani-
mal spirits are the helpers or vehicles who carry
the shaman (or that being into whom the
shaman transforms) to the non-animal spirits
and gods. In many cases, a shaman has to con-
tact the non-animal spirits to mend an offense
committed against an animal by a human. Fi-
nally, in many cultures, animals are treated as
the messengers or, sometimes, manifestations of
the spirits (a very developed view of this type is
found among the Ainu of Hokkaido [Spe-
vakovsky 1994 and Yamada 1994]). In particu-
lar, this view is reflected in the practice of the
interpretation of the omens (often, but not ex-
clusively, conducted by shamans) and in the
sending off of the spirit of the hunted game
(Watanabe 1994, 55-56). More combinations
of this type may be mentioned, but they all
have the three realities—the human, natural,
and spirit worlds—as their variables. And in all,
the shaman is a representative of the human
sphere on behalf of the community.

The following are the main roles that ani-
mals play in traditional religions and shamanic
practice:
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. Protector and guide

. Totem

. Object of shaman’s (or hunter’s) partial or
complete identification

4. Commodity offered to the spirit(s) in the

form of sacrifice

5. Messenger, sometimes a malignant spirit
in the disguise of an animal, often sent by
another human

. Nagual (spirit-animal, protector)

7. A shaman’s vehicle (to the spirit-world),

such as a horse or elk
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In addition, in some cultures there are a num-
ber of entirely mythic animals (e.g., Altai ker-
dyutpa, the fish-like monsters of the Under-
world) whom shamans have to confront and
appease during their journeys. Also, there are a
number of animal-astral characters who do not
play an active role in shamanizing but are
nonetheless addressed and reflected in myths
(e.g., Altai “Three Elk Does”™—Orion constella-
tion). There has been an ongoing speculation,
that the Asian (Chinese, Tibetan, et al.) animal
cycle calendar is intimately connected with early
shamanistic beliefs of the inhabitants of Central
Asia and China. This list is by no means ex-
haustive, and also each of the mentioned cate-
gories can be divided into subcategories.

Protector-Guide Animals

In some groups of Eurasia, shamanic spirit-pro-
tectors are only animals, in others they may be
animals, various mythological personae, and
ancestors-humans, and in others only the hu-
man ancestors play this role. However, even in
the latter category (Altai shamans), animals or
their spirits, although not part of the core
guardian spirit retinue of a shaman, are still
employed as protector-sprits and are called dur-
ing the ceremonies. In Tuvan shamanism, the
term eeren, or ongut, denotes the category of
spirits, protectors, and guides, but not necessar-
ily the core protectors. It has extremely compli-
cated semantics. An eeren may be an animal
spirit, or an object that is endowed with power
(but not quite personified) and is used as a sa-
cred tool. An eeren may be an animal, a mythic
monster, or such a thing as a kbomu (musical
instrument), solongo (rainbow, or its representa-
tion), or kuzungu (mirror) (Diakonova 1981,

145-148).
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Birds are usually related to the Upper World,
deer, wolf, and elk, to the Middle World, and
bear, badger, wolverine, and, especially, the
snake, to the Lower World. Some animal spirits
are especially valued for being representatives of
the several worlds; thus, as noted, the duck or
loon, representing air, water, and under-water
(earth), is a shamanic guide par excellence
among Finno-Ugrians (Komi, Saami, Khanty
and others), Samoedians (Nentsy), and other
groups.

Most (but not all) of the spirit-animals de-
picted on the shamanic costumes, drums, and
other accessories belong to this category.

Totems

As mentioned above, totemism in Asian tradi-
tions takes many diverse forms. Usually,
shamans are not involved with the totemic ani-
mals, but there are exceptions. Thus, the bear
among the Khanty may be a totem and, at the
same time a spirit helper of a particular
shaman. Also, a vague mixture of a totemic ani-
mal, a shamanic protector-animal, and even a
god, who sometimes takes on a human form,
sometimes an animal form (specifically a tiger),
is known in Korean Shamanism (Lee 1981,
19). In general, in the cultures that have been
exposed for a long time to the great world reli-
gious traditions such as Buddhism (Tibet,
Ladakh, China) the categories of animals and
nonanimal spirits employed by shamans tend
to merge and become vague.

Objects of Shaman’s Identification

Among the Eurasian aboriginal groups, the
term sou/ cannot be used as it is in Western tra-
dition, because they typically believe in multiple
“souls,” or rather aspects of a human (or animal,
or spirit) being. The shaman’s identification
with an animal is usually an identification with
that animal’s image, which carries a particular
ability, be it sight, stamina, or ability to fly.
Thus some aspect of an animal, usually not the
animal in totality, but rather disparate parts
such as feathers and limbs, is depicted on the
shamanic costume and other accessories. Inter-
estingly, Finno-Ugrian groups, as well as the na-
tions of the Caucasus that have some rudiments
of shamanic beliefs, believe in the “vere-animal”
phenomenon (that is, the physical transforma-
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tion of a human into an animal), whereas this
belief apparently has not been documented for
the trans-Uralic (Asian), or non-Finno-Ugric
groups.

Commodities

This category is almost entirely confined to
groups in which hunting-gathering patterns
were firmly replaced by herding long ago. Ex-
amples of such groups are Buryats, Mongo-
lians, Altai-Sayan Turkic groups (Altai,
Khakass, Tuvan), Sakha (Yakuts), various eth-
nic groups of Northern China, and Koreans.
The shamanic pattern among such groups is
strikingly different from the shamanism of the
hunter-gatherers. One of the important differ-
ences between the hunter-gatherers and the
herders is their respective attitudes to what is
commonly called a sacrifice. Whereas for the
hunter-gatherers it always has an element of
sending off the animal (who is a spiritual sib-
ling), and the carcass of an animal is treated
with utmost respect, among herders the sacri-
fice of a reindeer, a horse, or a sheep is, first and
foremost, an offering of valuable property to the
spirit in question. The offered animal does not
have value in itself, but is treated as a commod-
ity that the spirit would enjoy. Missionary-
ethnographer Verbitsky, who worked among
the Altaians in the late nineteenth century, er-
roneously saw the sacrifice of damaged horses
to Erlik, the god of the Underworld, as the sign
of people’s dislike of an “evil god” (Verbitsky
1893, 62). Apparently, he did not know that,
according to Altai belief, in the Underworld
objects behaved in the opposite fashion, com-
pared to the objects of the Middle World: Only
things that were broken or damaged in the
Middle World were whole and functional in
the Underworld.

Messenger

Animals (sometimes all, sometimes just certain
species) are often seen as messengers of the spir-
its (good or bad). Among the peoples of the
lower Amur River in Northeast Asia (the
Ulchi, the Nivkh, and the Evenki), such a mes-
senger is the Siberian tiger. His name, amba,
means “master.” His appearance may mean
many things, but it is always seen as an awe-
some omen. Prophetically, the Russian settlers

of the area use amba as a slang term for death.
Even the game animal, which has been sent to
be hunted, is seen as a messenger. Therefore, it
is sent off in a ceremony after having been con-
sumed (or killed). The malignant messengers,
which are seen as evil spirits disguised as ani-
mals, often insects, are usually sent by an en-
emy shaman or a warlock. Sometimes, such an-
imals are warlocks themselves (or one of their
aspects, or “souls,” is). Across the Eurasian bo-
real area, a bear, woken up in winter and wan-
dering, is commonly seen as one of these spir-
its. For the above-mentioned people of lower
Amur as well as for the Manchus, a tiger may
sometimes be seen as a malignant messenger.

Nagual

This term, used by the Mazatecan in Oaxaca,
Mexico, denotes a spirit-animal that is a protec-
tor of a person (whether shaman or not). The
difference from other spirit-protectors lies in
the fact that this type of protector is embodied
in an individual animal whose life is intimately
connected with the life of the protected person.
The research on nagualism in Asia has been
very limited, but it is possible to say confi-
dently that such a phenomenon exists in one or
another form in many of the Asian groups. For
example, among the Altai, an animal and a
plant (both a species and a certain specimen)
are called bayana (or payana) and occupy a po-
sition somewhere between a totem and a
nagual. According to the author’s field data,
mending damage done to one’s bayana, or heal-
ing the harm done by its destruction, is one of
the goals of shamanic sessions.

Shamanic Vehicle

A peculiar variation of the idea, close to nagual-
ism, can be found in the Siberian notion,
among the Altaians, Tuvans, and Evenki, of the
spiritual value of the shamanic drum. Whereas
in some cultures the drum is simply a tool and
can be replaced by another drum, for the Alta-
ians it is an animal, which is strongly con-
nected to the drum’s owner. The skin of the
drum is usually taken from an elk, killed in a
very particular manner, and the “soul” of the
elk, its pura, or bura, is placed into the drum
through a fairly sophisticated ceremony. The
drum (or rather, its bura) is an object of suppli-



cation and sacrifice, performed by the shaman
at every session. Thus, the drum (or its bura)
becomes a vehicle and, simultaneously, an assis-
tant to the shaman. Each shaman can have only
a limited amount of drums during his or her
lifetime. After a drum is damaged, its skin is
broken to release the bura. After the last drum
destined for a given shaman cannot serve any-
more, the shaman is expected to die, and the
skin of the drum is broken at the funeral. De-
spite the fact that the skin of an Altai drum is
always made out of elk hide, it is often called a
horse, or even a camel. The bura, in the form
of an animal, is usually depicted on the surface
of the drum. In both Chinese folk cults and
Daoism, the notion of an animal as the vehicle
for a mystic is quite prominent: This might in-
dicate that there is a relationship between Dao-
ism and shamanism.

Finally, in many Asian cultures, a number of
entirely mythic animal figures are present in
traditional religions, especially in shamanism.
Although some of these human-animal hy-
brids, which often serve as shamans’ spirits, are
apparently indigenous to the culture in ques-
tion, other beings are evidently imported from
elsewhere. This kind of foreign origin is espe-
cially characteristic of the Inner Asian Turkic
ethnic groups. Thus, for example, the Altai
fish-like monster ker-dyutpa (depicted on the
shamanic costume and confronted by shamans
during their journeys to the Underworld) was
borrowed from Tibetan mythology (Sagalaev
1984, 72). Most such borrowings can be traced
to China, Tibet, India, or Iran. Although trac-
ing the origins of various mythological per-
sonae imported into Asian shamanism is a fas-
cinating topic, very little work has been done in
this direction.

The theme of animals in Asian shamanism
and other traditional beliefs and practices still
needs much research. There are two directions
for cross-cultural research in this area. The first
involves research along the line of cultures’ com-
mon origin. Many of the cultures of Asia are ge-
netically related and share common mytholo-
gies, which are reflected in their practices. The
second involves research in areas that share the
same ecology (Irimoto and Yamada 1994). Al-
though cultures that occupy the same or similar
ecological zones (e.g., groups of the Pacific East
and West Coasts) do not show any signs of be-
ing genetically related, their beliefs, especially
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with respect to animals, are strikingly similar.
When both kinds of cross-cultural research are
done, it may shed light on the often raised ques-
tion: What is more likely to make the beliefs
and practices of two cultures resemble each
other, shared habitat or common origin?

Andei Vinogradov

See also: Ainu Shamanism; Buryat Shamanism;
Chinese Shamanism, Classical; Daoism and
Shamanism; Deer Imagery and Shamanism;
Dreams and Visions; Drums, Shamanic:
Form and Structure; Ecology and
Shamanism; Finno-Ugric Shamanism;
Horses; Korean Shamanism; Mongolian
Shamanic Tradition and Literature; Russian
Folklore and Shamanism; Sakha Shamanism;
Tibetan Shamanism; Transformation; Tuvan
Shamanism
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ARCHAEOLOGY OF SHAMANISM

Shamanism is widely distributed and commonly
(even if not universally) associated with hunter-
gatherers. These facts have led various re-
searchers to propose that it is not simply an an-
cient religious system, but also the original
system of belief brought into the Americas, if
not perhaps even the first religion of humankind
(e.g., Furst 1977; LaBarre 1980). Research on
the archaeology of shamanism has been stimu-
lated by these hypotheses as well as by interest in
prehistoric religion more generally.
Archaeologists typically investigate prehis-
toric shamanism using three types of evidence:
(1) paleoethnobotanical data on hallucinogenic
plants in the archaeological record; (2) iconog-
raphy and symbolism; and (3) less commonly,
other types of ritual or ceremonial remains.
The first two evidential concerns are predicated
on the importance of altered states of con-
sciousness in shamanistic practice; the third is
often tied to some type of ethnographic anal-
ogy (i.e., comparisons with ethnographically
described rituals and beliefs of a later date).
The best studies combine different types of evi-
dence and approaches, but all confront the
problem of coming up with a definition for
shamanism that can be recognized archaeologi-

cally. That is, although cross-cultural studies
have identified characteristics of “classic”
shamanism in order to distinguish it from other
magico-religious practices and practitioners
(e.g., Winkelman 1992), isolating the evidence
upon which such distinctions can be made in
the archacological record is a difficult task.

Paleolithic and Neolithic Eurasia

Archaceological investigations of shamanism
have concentrated on Eurasia and the Americas,
with an important but smaller body of work in
southern Africa. In greater Eurasia they have
emphasized three general topics: (a) the time-
depth of Siberian and central Asian shamanism;
(b) Paleolithic rock art of western Europe; and,
recently, (c) western European Neolithic passage
tombs. The antiquity of Siberian shamanism is
important, inasmuch as Siberia is often de-
scribed as the cradle of shamanism. In particu-
lar, the first inhabitants of the Americas mi-
grated into the hemisphere from eastern Siberia,
suggesting that this region may be the source for
the New World shamanistic complex and, if so,
that shamanism must be Paleolithic in age (over
10,000 years old) in its putative northeastern
Asiatic homeland. Debate still surrounds this
question, partly because the archaeological
record in Siberia is little studied.

With respect to antiquity, Ekaterina Devlet
(2001) cited continuities in the form of iconog-
raphy on historical shamanic costumes and rit-
ual objects (especially drums) with certain un-
usual burials and the iconography of Siberian
rock art. The similarities she identifies suggest
that shamanism dates from at least the Bronze
Age (approximately 3,000 years ago) in this re-
gion. Similarly, Andrzej Rozwadowski (2001),
concluded that Bronze Age (and perhaps late
Neolithic) rock art in Central Asia is shamanis-
tic. Both cases are supported by evidence for the
ritual use of the narcotic cannabis, found in
Bronze Age Siberian tombs dating from
500—-300 B.C.E. (Rudenko 1970). But in none
of these examples, nor in any others, do archae-
ologists propose the kind of Paleolithic age re-
quired to support arguments for a Siberian ori-
gin for New World shamanism. Whether this
lack of evidence is due to the limited archaeo-
logical work in Siberia and Central Asia or, al-
ternatively, is the case because the Asiatic-origin
hypothesis is simply wrong, remains unresolved.



Two circumstances make it seem more likely
that the Asiatic-origin hypothesis is wrong. For
one thing, cross-cultural ethnographic and neu-
ropsychological studies suggest that the wide-
spread distribution of shamanism is not solely
due to diffusion but instead is partly a result of
independent invention based on innate human
capacities (Winkelman 1992); shamanism, in
other words, may not have originated only in a
single region. The related circumstance involves
the second major topic in the archaeology of
Eurasian shamanism: the origin and meaning
of western European rock art, especially the Pa-
leolithic cave art of France and Spain. This art
is exclusively associated with anatomically
modern humans (i.e., Homo sapiens, not Nean-
derthal). Recent research at Chauvet Cave in
the Ardéche region of southeastern France
demonstrates that it was created as early as
33,000 years ago; work at other caves shows
that it continued to be made until about
10,000 years ago (Lewis-Williams 2002a). Yet
no evidence beyond potential cross-cultural
universals suggests any direct linkage between
this art and Siberian shamanistic beliefs and
practices, and these cross-cultural universals
may be neurobiologically rather than culturally
based (Winkelman 2002).

Compelling evidence has been presented sup-
porting the interpretation that some if not much
European Paleolithic art is shamanistic in origin,
and that it depicts visionary imagery (Lewis-
Williams and Dowson 1988; Lewis-Williams
2002a). Foretelling detailed arguments made re-
cently by J. David Lewis-Williams, Weston
LaBarre described the art at two important
French caves thus: “The dancing-shaman [at Les
Trois Freres] is [not a ‘god’ but] a shamanic
trickster-transformer; the cave artist at Lascaux
perceives an unevenness in the rock wall and on
this he paints the animal into existence deep in
the womb of the earth. He literally only creates
what he ‘conceives—out of a half-reality he has
perceived” (1980, 53-54).

Important here is the context of the sites: Art
in the deep recesses of the caves occurs in loca-
tions where sensory deprivation is likely, and this
can easily result in an altered state of conscious-
ness; humans are then predisposed to enter
trance at the sites. More directly, the art itself is
supportive of such an interpretation, inasmuch
as it includes kinds, mixtures, and characteristics
of motifs that, based on clinical neuropsycholog-
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ical studies, are known to be generated as mental
images and somatic hallucinations in trance
(Lewis-Williams and Dowson 1988).

Lewis-Williams’s (2002a) detailed analysis of
the caves suggested that they served as entries
into the supernatural; and that shaman-artists
engraved and painted the spirits they perceived
on the cave wall or ceiling, during their vision-
ary experiences, on that rock surface—which
served as a kind of veil between the mundane
and the sacred. To Lewis-Williams, the appear-
ance of European Paleolithic rock art signals
not only the first evidence of shamanism and
art, but also the development of a fully modern
human consciousness; one that was neurally ca-
pable of achieving trance but, perhaps more
importantly, was mentally able to invest that
brain-mind state with the greatest emotional
and intellectual significance.

Interpretation of the subsequent Neolithic
passage tombs of western Europe as shamanis-
tic was first stimulated by the discovery of
opium residues and ceramic braziers at sites
dating to approximately 6,000 years ago. These
finds caused Andrew Sherrat (1991) to hypoth-
esize the existence of a cult that spread from
south to north, with the inhalation of narcotics
related to “mortuary rituals and communica-
tion with the ancestors” (Sherrat 1995, 28).
Richard Bradley (1989) noted that the engrav-
ings on curbstones at some of these sites, such
as Newgrange and Knowth, Ireland, resembled
the geometric designs that Lewis-Williams and
Thomas Dowson (1988) had identified in rock
art as exemplary of the mental imagery of
trance. Bradley noted further parallels between
the mental images of trance and the designs on
Grooved Ware ceramics, dating from about
4400 to 5000 years ago in southern England
and found in ritual contexts. Jeremy Dronfield
(e.g., 1996) reported the recovery of seeds and
pollen of imported psychoactive henbane
found in Grooved Ware at a megalithic ceremo-
nial complex at Balfarg, Scotland. Based on
neuropsychological analysis, he further con-
cluded that various trance-induction tech-
niques were employed at these sites.

In comparing the evidence for Paleolithic
versus Neolithic shamanism in western Europe,
Lewis-Williams and Dowson (1993) suggested
a shift in the Neolithic to more politically con-
trolled access to altered states of consciousness,
toward the use of shamanistic techniques to ac-
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cess spirits of ancestors associated with these
grave sites. Neolithic passage tombs, then, may
not have been shamanistic in the narrower clas-
sic meanings of this term, but instead may have
been associated with magico-religious practices,
including trance induction techniques, more
similar to mediumistic and spirit possession
cults (cf. Winkelman 1992).

The Americas

The prevalence of shamanism in Native Ameri-
can cultures and their direct ties to the archaeo-
logical record have contributed to considerable
research on prehistoric shamanism in the New
World. This research has emphasized two gen-
eral concerns: the evidence for and the implica-
tions of shamanism among North American
hunter-gatherer cultures, and the interpretation
of shamanistic elements in the art and iconog-
raphy of the large-scale cultures of Meso-
america and South America.

The mescal, or red, bean (Sophora secundi-
flora), for example, was used historically by
shamans in various hunter-gatherer cultures for
vision questing on the southern Great Plains of
North America (Howard 1957). In the Trans-
Pecos region of Texas, paleoethnobotanical evi-
dence of this plant has been found in archaeo-
logical contexts extending back to Paleo-Indian
times, more than 10,000 years ago; the Texas
buckeye (Ugnadia speciosa), whose seeds are a
particularly potent hallucinogen, has been
found in association with the mescal bean in a
9,000-year-old deposit; peyote (Lophophora
williamsi) has been identified archaeologically
as carly as 7,000 years ago; and jimsonweed
(Datura stramonium) about 5,000 years ago
(Campbell 1958; Boyd 1998). These discover-
ies suggest a hallucinogenic tradition of great
antiquity. This tradition has been linked to the
rock paintings of the lower Pecos River region
for the period of about 3,000 to 4,000 ago, as
these paintings are, for numerous reasons,
widely recognized as shamanistic in origin
(Boyd 1998).

Further study of the antiquity of North
American shamanism has occurred in the Mo-
jave Desert, California. Four lines of evidence
provide support for Paleo-Indian origins for a
central component of this religious system: the
vision quest (Whitley et al. 1999). The evi-
dence includes more than 10,000 years of con-

tinuity in the creation of rock engravings
(made historically to portray trance imagery ex-
perienced during the shamans’ vision quests);
the continuity is evident in the general rock art
motifs created (including imagery linked to al-
tered states of consciousness), as well as in four
specific iconographic aspects of the dominant
iconic motif; in site use; and in the use of
quartz hammerstones to make the engravings.

In the last case, use of quartz hammerstones
is linked to the ethnographic practice of break-
ing quartz during vision quests to release the
supernatural power said to be present in this
common mineral. This belief is itself tied to
physical properties of quartz: When quartz is
struck, triboluminescence (a change at the
atomic level in the mineral) causes it to glow,
thereby providing a physical manifestation of
the rock’s putative supernatural power. The al-
most universal association between shamans
and quartz is then explained by the natural
logic resulting from this physical property of
the mineral, a conclusion further supported by
the fact that archaeologically recovered quartz
specimens commonly display evidence of bat-
tering or rubbing.

As the Pecos and Mojave examples imply, ar-
chaeological studies of North American
shamanism are frequently tied to rock art re-
search, with much if not most hunter-gatherer
rock art on the continent now recognized as
shamanistic in origin. Although this fact might
be taken to suggest a monolithic and timeless
interpretation of this art, exactly the opposite is
the case. The 3,000- to 4,000-year-old lower
Pecos rock art, for example, includes detailed
paintings of apparent peyote rituals that are un-
like rock art elsewhere and derive from ritual
practice otherwise not known archaeologically
or ethnographically in the Trans-Pecos region
(Boyd 1998). Similarly, although the shamanis-
tic basis for Mojave Desert rock art has been
shown to extend back to Paleo-Indian times
(Whitley et al. 1999), this by no means suggests
that the social place of the art and the shaman-
ism that it implies was in any way static and un-
changing. In fact, the ideological role of this art
and the sociopolitical position of its shaman-
creators apparently changed significantly be-
tween 1,000 and 2,000 years ago, during a
period of climate change and adaptive shifts, re-
flecting changing gender relations in societies
and the emergence of bands with shaman-head-



men (Whitley 1994a). Among prehistoric
North American hunter-gatherer cultures, at
least, shamanism served as a unifying but not
unitary symbolic and religious system.

The diversity in the expression of shamanism
in prehistoric America is best seen by compari-
son with the large-scale cultures of Meso-
america and Andean South America. Although
the religious systems of these civilizations were
not shamanistic in the classic sense, the impor-
tance of shamanistic iconography in their art
and the centrality of shamanistic techniques in
their ritual practices is nonetheless inescapable.
With about 130 of the 150 plant hallucinogens
identified worldwide found in the Americas,
LaBarre (1980) has hypothesized the existence
of a “New World narcotic complex.” This does
not appear to have resulted from unusual
botanical circumstances in the Americas but in-
stead from a very intensive and long-lasting in-
terest in psychotropic plants taken by Native
Americans, including those living in complex
chiefdom- and state-level societies.

Evidence for the ritual use of hallucinogens
then is present essentially from the Formative
Period beginnings of these New World civiliza-
tions, starting about 3,000 years ago, and con-
tinues into the historical period, as was well-
documented by the Spanish (Furst 1976). This
use included a wide range of hallucinogenic
plants, such as peyote, jimsonweed, native to-
bacco (Nicotiana spp.), ayahuasca (Banisteriopsis
caapi) vine, teonanacarl mushroom (Psilocybe
mexicana), morning glory (Turbina corymbosa),
and the San Juan cactus (7richocereus pachanoi),
among others. Evidence also exists of other
practices intended to induce altered states of
consciousness, including bloodletting and the
possible ingestion of psychoactive secretions
from the giant toad, Bufo marinus, which con-
tains bufotenine and buftalin. The various sub-
stances were smoked, snuffed, eaten, drunken,
taken as enemas, administered topically to the
skin and eyes, and, in certain cases, carefully
mixed using specific recipes in order to achieve
particular hallucinogenic effects.

The importance of these hallucinogens and
the altered states of consciousness that they
were used to induce is shown dramatically in
art and iconography, both by identifiable depic-
tions of the hallucinogens themselves and
through representations of their effects. Mush-
room stone effigies are common at sites in the
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highlands and Pacific slope of Guatemala prior
to about 200 C.E., for example, as are stone “al-
tars” made in the form of the Bufo marinus. In
West Mexico, at about this same time, ceramic
human and animal figurines are shown holding
or eating peyote as well as taking snuff. Simi-
larly, the San Juan cactus is shown in Peruvian
sculpture, textiles, and ceramics, including ex-
amples from Chavin de Huantar, the first great
Formative civilization in the Andean region,
and other examples can be found in later cul-
tures, especially the Moche, dating from the
first millennium of the common era.

Equally importantly, a shamanic repertoire of
symbolic themes such as mystical flight,
death/rebirth, aggression, and bodily transfor-
mation is widely represented. All of these sym-
bols are well known cross-culturally and can be
linked to the somatic and emotional effects of
altered states of consciousness; they were used
as embodied metaphors for otherwise ineffable
experiences (Whitley 1994b, 1998). Figurines
and sculptures of “jaguar-priests” characteristic
of the first major civilization of Mesoamerica,
the Olmec of southern Mexico, for example,
can be understood as conflations of humans
and the predatory feline, which, throughout
the lowland tropical Americas, is strongly asso-
ciated with shamanic power. Humans in flight,
which is to say having an out-of-body experi-
ence, are also present in Olmec iconography.
Similarly, an early sculpture at Chavin de
Huantar not only depicts the hallucinatory San
Juan cactus, but also a standing human with
serpentine hair, bird claws, and feline fangs.

Combinations of bird, reptile, and feline
characteristics, sometimes also melded with hu-
man, are in fact a hallmark of shamanistic im-
agery for the civilizations of Mesoamerica and
South America, speaking to the importance of
transformation in the belief systems and ritual
practices of these cultures (Furst 1976): that is,
the transformation of ritual practitioners, dur-
ing trance, into their supernatural alter egos.
But perhaps the best expression of the shaman-
istic aspects of New World civilizations is pro-
vided by the Classic Maya, who occupied east-
ern Mexico, Guatemala and Honduras from
about 200 to 1000 C.E.:

The act of communication between the hu-
man world and the Otherworld was repre-
sented by the most profound symbols of Maya
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kingship: the Vision Serpent and the Double-
headed Serpent Bar. In the rapture of bloodlet-
ting rituals, the king brought the great World
Tree [axis mundi] into existence through the
middle of the temple and opened the awesome
doorway in the Otherworld. During both pub-
lic and private bloodletting rituals, the Vision
Serpent, which symbolized the path of com-
munication between the two worlds, was seen
rising in a cloud of incense and smoke above
the temples housing the sculptured sanctums.

(Schele and Friedel 1990, 68-69)

Shamanistic techniques and the art and im-
agery that resulted were not only part of the reli-
gious systems of New World civilizations, but
were central to these systems, so central that they
served as symbols of rulership. These systems ap-
pear to have involved a kind of institutionalized
shamanism, or at least an institutionalized use of
shamanistic techniques. In Mesoamerica, at least,
this use involved rituals and public spectacles that
implied a supernatural sanctification of rulership,
pointing to the fact that, although the prehistoric
connection between shamanistic power and po-
litical power may have not been complete, they
were nonetheless joined at the hip; rarely did one
exist without the other completely in step with it.

Southern Africa

Archacological evidence for shamanism has
been identified in many other cases in addi-
tional regions of the world, but one of the
strongest bodies of evidence, and richest inter-
pretive frameworks, has been developed for the
southern San (or Bushmen) rock art of south-
ern Africa (e.g., Lewis-Williams 2002b).
Painted on rock shelters in open locations that
(unlike European Paleolithic cave art) were ad-
jacent to living areas, or engraved on open
boulders in regions lacking shelters, this art
provides a particularly detailed record of the
San perception of the spirit world. Unlike the
New World case, this supernatural realm ap-
pears to have been accessed largely through
what is known as the communal Trance Dance,
which was open to a large proportion of adult
society. Again, due to the cross-cultural univer-
sals commonly cited in shamanistic practice
and symbolism, the San art has many parallels
with the shamanistic rock art of Paleolithic Eu-
rope and North America, including depictions

of motifs known to be generated as the mental
imagery of trance, and the use of shamanic
metaphors like death and flying for ineffable al-
tered states of consciousness.

The southern African shamanistic tradition
appears to be of great antiquity, rivaling the Eu-
ropean Upper Paleolithic: At Apollo 11 Cave,
Namibia, a painted plaquette was recovered
from a stratigraphic layer dated to about
27,000 years ago. The plaquette portrays a fe-
line with plantigrade rear feet, suggesting that
it is a conflation of a human and an animal;
this bodily transformation indicates continuity
in belief throughout the Late Stone Age in this
part of the world (Lewis-Williams 1984).

Archaeological research has traditionally em-
phasized material culture and material aspects of
prehistory. The archaeology of religion, regard-
less of type, is in fact a relatively new and still
somewhat undeveloped concern. As the above
examples illustrate, however, substantial work
has already occurred, contributing to some un-
derstanding of the prehistory of shamanism.

David S. Whitley

See also: Art and Shamanism; Central and
South American Shamanism; Entheogens and
Shamanism; Mayan Shamanism; Peyote
Ritual Use; Rock Art and Shamanism
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ART AND SHAMANISM

The meaning of the terms shamanism and art
has been much debated; to consider both to-
gether, then, is a challenging task. Shamanism is
an academic construct: Those from the West
who encountered Siberian shamans in the eigh-
teenth century (see, e.g., Hutton 2002), and
thereafter compared them with similar ecstatic
priests and mediums (see, e.g., Narby and Hux-
ley 2001), created shaman-ism as a generic term
ascribed to a wide diversity of socioreligious
practices worldwide (see, e.g., Eliade 1989). The
use of such a generalizing term contributed to a
tendency to ignore the diversity of practitioners,
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and now, in a neoshamanic era, shamanisms are
further decontextualised, universalized, and ro-
manticized (and in some instances honored) by
Westerners wanting to be shamans (Wallis
2003). The term art has endured a similar pro-
cess of homogenization, having also emerged as
a concept in the West in the eighteenth century,
defined according to Kantian and Hegelian aes-
thetics and notions of genius, connoisseurship,
and taste; in the early twenty-first century, al-
most any form of visual (and material) culture
can be incorporated into the art dealer-critic sys-
tem. Thus one can make a good case that
shamanism and art have been constructed his-
torically by the West. When these terms are ap-
plied to non-Western communities, then, as in
the study of shamanic art, the approach must be
self-consciously critical and sensitive to diversity
among indigenous and prehistoric communities.
Recent work in the field has tried to take this
imperative into account.

The Problem of Defining the Terms

Scholars have yet to agree on a discrete defini-
tion of shamanism (Harvey 2002), but Thomas
Dowson (1999) argued that rather than pin
shamans down by going through a checklist of
features, specific religious phenomena, or restric-
tive definitions, it might be best to look for three
elements that embrace intercultural similarity
and community specificity: (1) Agents consis-
tently alter consciousness; (2) these altered states
are accepted as important ritual practices by the
agent’s community; and (3) knowledge concern-
ing altered consciousness is controlled as a way
of seeing to it that certain socially sanctioned
practices are carried out. Such nuanced consider-
ation is also essential when considering art. Rec-
ognizing art as a concept created during the
eighteenth-century  Enlightenment, Mary
Staniszewski (1995) argued the term should not
be applied before this period, to such imagery as
Paleolithic “Venus” figurines and Michelangelo’s
frescoes in the Sistine Chapel. Janet Wolff
(1981) had already suggested that the produc-
tion and consumption of specific visual cultures
can only be understood when examined in their
social contexts. Drawing on both approaches, it
seems reasonable to retain the term a7z when ex-
amining non-Western visual imagery, since like
the generic shaman it has currency, so long as (1)
it is clear that it is not a fixed, nonnegotiable,

value-free term, (2) indigenous art is not directly
compared with Western art, and (3) the “art” in
question is examined in its specific social con-
text.

With the terms shamanism and art recog-
nized as problematic and approaches to them
developed, it becomes reasonable to consider
the four principle disciplines that have pro-
posed links between shamanism and art: an-
thropology, archaeology, art history, and psy-
chology. In brief, then: Anthropologists in
general have debated the value of applying the
Western concept of art cross-culturally to
shamanic visual culture and have developed
methodologies for exploring local indigenous
aesthetics. Archaeologists have proposed so-
phisticated methodologies that suggest that cer-
tain elements of rock art imagery (e.g., some
European Paleolithic cave art, some Southern
African rock engravings and paintings) and
other material culture derive from the altered
states of consciousness entered into by
shamans. A variety of artists in the twentieth
and early twenty-first centuries have called
themselves shamans, or their work has been in-
terpreted by scholars as “shamanic.” Linking
the interests of these three groups, via the per-
ceived commonality of the human central nerv-
ous system and/or psychological interpretations
of “mind,” psychologists have referred to the
art of mentally ill patients as shamanic. Clearly
shamanic art has a wide variety of meanings to
different people, so wide perhaps that the value
of the term could be questioned. Nevertheless,
it seems worthwhile to provide more detailed
accounts of how these four disciplines have ap-
proached shamans and art, with reference to
specific examples of perceived shamanic arts, in
order to bring out the value of each approach
to an understanding of both shamans and art.

Anthropology

Anthropologists have pointed out that the ap-
plication of the terms art and aesthetics is prob-
lematic outside the occident (e.g., Gell 1998).
In elucidating the meanings of imagery to the
specific communities that produce and con-
sume it, anthropologists often have the advan-
tage of being able to ask the people themselves.
In the context of shamanic art, ethnographic
records suggest that the visual imagery is often
a direct depiction of shamanic experiences. For



the Huichol (who call themselves Wix4rika) in
Mexico, for example, yarn paintings produced
by applying brightly colored woolen threads to
beeswax “canvases” portray the intense visions
of the Mara’akdme (Schaeffer and Furst 1996).
According to the elements common to various
shamanisms defined above, the Mara’akdme are
shamans: (1) they induce altered consciousness
by ingesting the cactus peyote; (2) such ritual
practices are supported by the community—
the role of the Mara’akdme is central to com-
munity life; and (3) the Mara’akime engage
with the spirit world in order to perform essen-
tial community-related tasks; in particular the
peyote enables them to “see with their hearts,”
promoting social well-being and cohesion.

The bright colors and kaleidoscopic shapes in
the yarn paintings are a reflection of their origins
in altered consciousness. Based on their formal
properties alone—the tools of the traditional art
historian—the meaning of Huichol yarn paint-
ing imagery is elusive. Only awareness of Hui-
chol cosmology makes it possible to understand
why Huichol artists might portray, for example,
two hunters shooting a cactus. On the sacred
thousand-mile pilgrimage to the land of
Wirikuta (in the north-central desert of Mexico)
where the Mara'akdme harvest peyote, all social
conventions are reversed: Men become women,
for example, the young become old, and the
peyote cactus becomes a deer. When collecting
the cactus, the Mara’akdme “hunt” the deer, fir-
ing “prayer arrows” into the plant. It is now clear
why some yarn paintings portray the hunters
and cactus as they do: The art is a literal depic-
tion of the Mara'akdme “hunting” the deer/pey-
ote in Wirikdta. Where the traditional methods
of art history might examine formal properties
and aesthetics alone at the expense of indigenous
understandings, approaching Huichol yarn
paintings as shamanic art in a specific socioreli-
gious context makes it possible to understand
the complex meaning of the imagery.

Since Huichol art works so well as an exam-
ple with which to argue against the institution-
alized concept of art, it is ironic that Huichol
art has entered the Western-motivated dealer-
critic system: Yarn paintings by famous Hui-
chol artists fetch high prices on the unfortu-
nately named “primitive” art market. In fact,
anthropology itself has turned to this arena, the
“traffic in [visual] culture” (Marcus and Myers
1995), as a fertile area for research, not only for
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Embroidered artwork of the Huichol Indians,
bright with colors and symbols. January 1982.
(Morton Beebe/Corbis)

understanding how the Huichol and other in-
digenous communities in similar situations (in-
digenous art is hot property across the world)
are adapting actively to these circumstances,
but also for better understanding the ways
(postymodern Westerners are implicated in
processes of neocolonialism (see, e.g., papers in
MacClancy 1997). Contemporary art histori-
ans are also interested in how the dealer-critic
coterie reifies canonical approaches to art (sell-
ing indigenous art as “Art,” for instance), since
it has developed a more self-reflective under-
standing of art, one that takes into account
postmodern theory (e.g., Hides 1996). Al-
though the anthropological example of the
Huichol demonstrates that approaching some
indigenous art as shamanic is valid, applying
the terms shamanism and art to archaeological
data is more controversial.

Archaeology

Use of the term shamanism in discussions of ar-
chaeological art is not new: The stereotypical
shaman Other, whose practices are perceived as
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the origins of religion, is singled out as the
“artist” of that classic Other archaeological art
perceived as the origins of “art”—Cave Art.
Cursory references to shamanism are all too fre-
quent in archaeological literature: In G. Speake’s
analysis of raptors in Anglo-Saxon “animal art,”
for instance, he observed that “the interpreta-
tion must be that the birds represent the mind
of Odin as seer or shaman” (Speake 1980, 82).
This liberal, off-the-cuff use of the term
shaman strips shamans, art, and the material
culture in question of context. To provide more
than cursory comments, one must embed
shamanistic interpretations of archaeological art
in specific, local, community contexts. (The
term “shamanistic,” used here in connection
with archaeological findings, indicates that our
interpretation of such art can be even more ten-
tative than more recent—and verifiable—ex-
amples of “shamanic” art.) Such an approach,
aided by ethnographic analogy and neuropsy-
chological research, has produced sophisticated
interpretations of rock art.

Interpretations of rock art traditions world-
wide have been diverse: Rock art has been un-
derstood as art for art’s sake, as information
storage, and as hunting magic. Contemporary
researchers tend to agree that many of these in-
terpretations have been Western constructions
and problematized insufficiently to be of value.
Opver the last fifteen years, however, theorizing
of the approach that sees rock art as shamanistic
has made an important contribution to rock art
research. Southern African rock art researchers
(e.g., Lewis-Williams and Dowson 1999), have
reexamined rock art imagery in the region in
light of ethnographic documents from the nine-
teenth century and anthropological records
since the 1950s, both of which record the life-
ways of the San (Bushmen). Central to the
community life of the contemporary San and
likely also to the life of their ancestors who pro-
duced the rock art is the trance, or healing
dance, in which shamans alter consciousness by
means of dancing, hyperventilation, and the au-
ditory driving of monotonous clapping and
singing (e.g., Katz, Biesele, and St. Denis 1997).

The altered consciousness San shamans in-
duce is felt as a painful boiling energy called
nlom (or n|um) at the base of the spine; it is
considered a supernatural potency, and it rises
up the spine as it increases in intensity until
shamans collapse in a trance, called lziz (or

San (Bushman) rock painting, Southern Africa,
interpreted as a depiction of trance dancing.
(Courtesy of Thomas Dowson)

lkia). To the Western observer, the shaman ap-
pears unconscious, often sweating profusely and
bleeding from the nose, such is the intensity of
the experience. Other shamans revive trancing
shamans by rubbing them vigorously with their
own sweat (said to contain nlom), and sweat is
used similarly to heal the sick—sickness that,
from the anthropologist’s point of view, may be
physical or social. Hence the trance dance facili-
tates community healing and is central to com-
munity life. After the dance, shamans have de-
scribed how laia was rather different from
unconsciousness: Out-of-body experiences in
the spirit world have been reported, during
which shamans may journey over the veldt in
search of game, remove arrows of sickness from
the sick, and encounter spirit helpers in the
form of birds and animals. It is precisely these
shamanistic aspects of San lifeways that are de-
picted in some Southern African rock art.

One painting, for example, is most likely a
literal depiction of a trance dance: A number of
human figures are dancing around two central
figures, leaving a circular furrow in the desert
sand. Some of the dancing figures have their
arms raised upwards or are bent over in pos-
tures like the trance postures San shamans
adopt in the Kalahari today. At the center of
the group appears to be a shaman laying his or
her hands on a prone patient. A single arrow is



juxtaposed with these figures and the arrows on
the outside of the group: There is little in this
imagery to suggest we are dealing with real ar-
rows or hunting magic here; rather, the arrows
are likely arrows of sickness—perhaps one of
these has been removed from the prone figure
and expelled by the shaman. But the meaning
of arrows is not exhausted by a single interpre-
tation: San shamans describe somatic trance ex-
periences, such as the sensation of prickly skin,
as being pierced by arrows. Other shamanic ex-
periences of San shamans are depicted in a
painting showing a figure with arms that are
depicted as two wavy lines and that end in fish
tails, enigmatic features that may be explained
by the juxtaposition of the figure with fish. En-
tering the spirit world is described by the San
as a death, and, in one account, as a drowning
(Old K’xau, reported in Halifax 1979, 55-56).
Perhaps the fish here, then, and the wavy arms
terminating in fish tails, are a metaphorical ref-
erence to the feeling of submerging into the
spirit world, being underwater, or even drown-
ing. Shamans also describe experiences of float-
ing, flight, and out-of-body travel while in the
spirit world, so the image of a bird may also be
a metaphor for these experiences. Alternatively,
the birds and fish depicted here may be exam-
ples of the spirit helpers San shamans en-
counter while in the spirit world.

With a strong case for shamanistic interpre-
tations of Southern African rock art, David
Lewis-Williams and Thomas Dowson (1988),
noting like many before them the similarities
between San rock art and the polychrome cave
paintings of Upper Paleolithic Europe, propose
a neuropsychological model for interpreting
cave art. These authors suggest that specific
(though not all) geometric shapes found in
some rock art may be derived from the entoptic
(within the eye) phenomena reported by in-
digenous shamans and Western subjects of neu-
ropsychological experiments on altered con-
sciousness. They argue that the commonality of
the human central nervous system and entop-
tics derived therefrom might account for simi-
lar trance-induced images being depicted in a
variety of shamanic arts worldwide; hence the
similarities between them. These suggestions
have been much contested, all the more so
since a number of rock art scholars have gotten
on the entoptics bandwagon and interpreted
rock art traditions they are studying as
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San (Bushman) rock painting, Southern Africa:
the human figure with arms that end in fishtails
may depict a shaman expressing the
“underwater metaphor” for altered conscious
experiences. (Courtesy of Thomas Dowson)

shamanic just because of the presence of geo-
metric, entoptic-like images. Proponents of the
shamanistic approach (i.e., those scholars who
find these shamanic interpretations not suffi-
ciently verifiable) have argued against such lais-
sez-faire applications of the neuropsychological
model, pointing out that only specific geomet-
ric forms should be recognized as entoptics and
that the identification of entoptics is only one
part of the model—those searching for entop-
tics alone have neglected to apply the neuropsy-
chological model in its entirety, thus overlook-
ing the diversity of rock art and shamans. (For
a critical review of the debate, see Wallis 2002.)
With these concerns addressed, the shamanistic
(that is, the more conservative) approach has
been refined and developed into a sophisticated
methodology for examining shamanistic art,
and scholars are acknowledging its value for
understanding some rock art traditions, as well
as other aspects of visual culture.

Modern Art

As discussed above, the eighteenth century was
formative in the development of the terms
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shamanism and art, and perceived links between
the two derive from this time. The concept of
the artist as a divinely inspired but penniless ge-
nius subsisting on the fringes of society is not a
world away from the concept of the shaman as a
social misfit, an inspired or mad (or both) ec-
static priest plagued by “artistic” visions. Even
though both concepts are misleading fabrica-
tions, and neither applies consistently across
cultures, the stereotypes have endured. The link
between shamans and art intensifies and is so-
lidified in the context of modern art in the
twentieth century. The poet Jerome Rothenberg
has claimed that various romantic and visionary
poets, including Rainer Maria Rilke, Arthur
Rimbaud, and the Dadaists, all represented
“Neo-Shamanisms” (cited in Wallis 2003, 26).
Certainly, modern artists have drawn on the
Western magical tradition (if not shamanism) to
inspire their art, with works by Marc Chagall
(1887-1985) and Vasily Kandinsky (1866—
1944), for example, influenced by occultism,
mysticism, and folklore. Kandinsky himself re-
garded the artist as a shaman, as, more recently,
did Joseph Beuys (1921-1986).

The tribute to Beuys in the Tate Modern Art
Gallery (South Bank, London) states he “was
no ordinary sculptor. He was also a shaman”
(“Bits and Pieces” collection display in the
Landscape/Matter/Environment gallery, 2002).
Beuys himself claimed that everybody is an
artist, a concept that Beuys’s biographer, Caro-
line Tisdall, in a conversation with the author
of this entry, agreed may also imply that every-
body is a shaman. Beuys has been termed a
shaman for a number of reasons. He claimed
that after the Stuka plane in which he was radio
operator crashed in the inhospitable conditions
of the Crimea during World War II, he was res-
cued by Tartars who revived him, badly burnt
and freezing, with fat and felt insulation. These
substances became a primary inspiration for his
work: wrapping himself in felt for hours at a
time, for instance, and wearing a felt trilby hat,
which he always termed shamanic, during the
performance of Coyote. He viewed felt and fat
as alchemical substances, felt being both an in-
sulator and a filter, and fat being an insulator
with a unique state that fluctuates between
solid and liquid.

Beuys regarded the plane crash as an initia-
tory experience, likening it to a death and re-
birth, and he also endured a long-lasting break-

down, which he viewed as a rite of passage es-
sential to being an artist. Beuys’s words, “Show
your wound,” espoused the view that vulnera-
bility is the secret of being an artist, the term
“wound” here perhaps alluding to the indige-
nous shaman as a “wounded healer.” Many of
Beuys’s paintings are entitled Shaman, and the
techniques he employed to produce the draw-
ings entitled Coyote, as well as the performance
of Coyore itself (New York 1974), were certainly
mimetic of shamanic consciousness-altering
practices: Sometimes wrapped in an enormous
piece of felt, wearing the trilby and an old pair
of boots (later renamed “sulphur [another al-
chemical substance] boots”), and wielding a
cane walking stick, which he perceived as a
conductor of energy, Beuys spent three days in
a room caged with a live coyote, accompanied
by a tape recording of chaotic turbine sounds.

To apply Dowson’s elements of shamanisms
to Beuys and other modern artists to elucidate
whether or not they were or are shamans is to
miss the point. Not only is applying a term
suited to indigenous contexts to modern West-
erners anachronistic, it is more significant to
consider the sociopolitical implications of the
artists themselves using the term (as in the case
of Beuys) or art historians and others applying
the term to them (as in the case of Chagall). In
both cases the use of the term associates certain
“mystical” meanings or abilities with the indi-
vidual concerned; connections made between
artists and shamans imply that they have in
common a “divine madness.” In both cases, the
process of comparison is part of a wider historic
trend: As had happened in previous centuries,
the shaman in the twentieth century was rele-
gated to the realm of the bohemian artist.

This is not to say that appropriations of
shamanisms by artists and art historians and
critics are without value entirely. Beuys used art
and his understanding of shamans to challenge
the art world’s elitist dealer-critic system: In
Beuys’s worldview, archaeology, the everyday
(in a similar vein as Duchamp’s readymades),
and shamanism (particularly healing of nature,
individual, society, and planet) are embraced by
the term arz. Beuys’s use of shamanism in his
art was self-empowering on the one hand, and
a potent postmodern critique of modernity on
the other. To avoid anachronism then, rather
than call Beuys a shaman, one might more ac-
curately term him a neo-Shaman.



A number of other modern artists may also
be approached as neo-Shamans, as they utilize
shaman-like techniques in the production of
their work. Austin Osman Spare’s (1887-1956)
idiosyncratic system of atavistic resurgence in-
corporated sexual excitation and orgasm com-
bined with will and image in a technique of ec-
stasy. He encountered spirit familiars (well
known to shamans); he made automatic, or
trance, drawings of them; and the Native
American spirit “Black Eagle” was a major
source of Spare’s ecstatic inspiration. Similar
shamanic other-than-human-helpers are evi-
dent in the artwork of Australian witch Ros-
aleen Norton (1917-1979). To term these
artists neo-Shamans is not to construct a gener-
alizing metanarrative across cultures, which
neglects diversity and difference (whether dif-
ferences between different artists, shamans, or
human beinggs); it is rather to suggest that our
understanding of these artists and their work is
advanced by seeing them in relation to Neo-
Shamanism.

Artists such as Beuys, Spare, and Norton dif-
fer significantly from indigenous shamans, par-
ticularly in terms of sociocultural context, but
the boundary between shaman and neo-Shaman
is more permeable in other instances. Some
Western practitioners involve themselves in the
revival of shamanisms in indigenous contexts,
for example, as Michael Harner has done in his
Foundation for Shamanic Studies in Siberia
(Wallis 2003). Some indigenous shamans adapt
their practices to the global village, as Peruvian
shamans have done in adopting Catholic saints
as spirit helpers. And some Sakha artists in
Siberia have, in this post-Soviet era, reconceptu-
alized shamans in their art as positive, though
they were once perceived negatively. In these in-
stances, any rigid boundaries between shamans
and neo-Shamans perceived by academics are

disrupted.

Psychology

The perceived divine madness link between
artists and shamans was intensified in the twen-
tieth century with the emergence and popular
consumption of psychology, which has played a
significant role in the discernment of relation-
ships between altered consciousness, shamans,
art, and mental illness. In the first half of the
twentieth century, shamans were defined as

ART AND SHAMANISM 27

psychotics (e.g., Kroeber 1940), a perception
that was revised from the 1960s toward the op-
posite extreme of seeing shamans as adept psy-
chiatrists (Groesbeck 1989). In either case, the
debate concerns concepts of mind, madness,
and consciousness, as well as the question of
whether the similarity of the imagery some
artists, mentally ill patients, and shamans pro-
duce is due to the fact that all possess a human
central nervous system or to Jungs “collective
unconscious.” The images produced by patients
undergoing art therapy, particularly the images
created by schizophrenics, have been likened to
the “hallucinatory” imagery of art produced by
indigenous shamans, as well as to images pro-
duced by artists such as Kandinsky, founder of
“pure” abstract art and the German expression-
ist movement.

Since Mircea Eliade and other scholars of
shamanism decontextualised and universalized
shamans, and where traditional art historians
have promoted a similar transcendental and
homogenous approach to “art” across cultures,
in order to do justice to shamans, artists, and
shaman or neo-Shaman artists, it is now vital
to examine them as individuals, case by case,
to tease out diversity and nuance. Thus psy-
chological approaches to shamans, artists, and
the mentally ill that foreground similarity at
the expense of difference are problematic. It
may be argued that the human central nervous
system is a biological given, whereas the exis-
tence of Jung’s collective unconscious is debat-
able, but the real question is how much these
psychological approaches contribute positively
to our understanding of shamanic art. The no-
tion of entoptic imagery derived from neuro-
psychological research and applied in the
shamanic interpretation of rock art is contro-
versial, yet proponents of the research have de-
veloped an approach that acknowledges simi-
larity (i.e., the commonality of the human
central nervous system, altered consciousness,
and entoptics derived therefrom) but fore-
grounds diversity (i.e., ways in which these vi-
sual percepts are interpreted in rock art im-
agery according to cultural differences).
Jungian analysis of indigenous, prehistoric,
schizophrenic, and modern art, however, tends
to explain similarity in a sweeping metanarra-
tive (e.g., Tucker 1992), precisely the kind of
approach anthropologists, archaeologists, and
others in cultural studies have deconstructed,
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accusing it of being peculiarly Western in its
simplicity and insensitivity.

The essential point is that, whether re-
searchers explore “shamanic art” in indigenous
and prehistoric contexts or in the modern West,
it is vital to be sensitive to social specificity and
diversity. In the modern West, it would be well
to approach shaman-artists as neo-Shamans, so
as to be sensitive to indigenous shamans past
and present and to recognize the sociopolitical
contexts and implications of calling oneself a
shaman in the West. With such precautions,
which involve using the terms shamanism and
art critically and sensitively, the notion of
“shamanic art” can be useful.

Robert J. Wallis

See also: Archaeology of Shamanism; Core
Shamanism and Neo-Shamanism; Costume,
Shaman; Cross-Cultural Perspectives on
Shamans; Entoptic Images; Huichol
Shamanism; Neuropsychology of Shamanism;
Psychology of Shamanism; Rock Art and
Shamanism
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BIOENERGETIC HEALING
In New Age parlance, bioenergetics refers to
certain forms of therapy, including the therapy
specifically called bioenergetics; Reiki; and
chakra, distance, and aura healing. These thera-
pies deal with natural but invisible energies
flowing around the human body through nu-
merous channels, or meridians (e.g., Nudel and
Nudel 2000; Oschman and Pert 2000). Com-
plementary therapies such as acupuncture and
reflexology, which also explain their healing ef-
fects by energy channels, are comparable, al-
though “bio-energy healing” deals more specifi-
cally with noncontact techniques. The term
bio-energy is used in both instances to lend an
air of scientific authenticity to complementary
healing techniques that are not based on West-
ern medical science. Much jargon-laden litera-
ture exists on the subject, fusing the language
of the New Age, quantum physics, and Eastern
mysticism, but that does not necessarily mean
that the techniques do not have healing effects.
Bio-energy healers claim that the physical bod-
ies of humans, animals, and plants contain and
are surrounded by electromagnetic, or bioener-
getic, fields. These energies are polarized into
positive and negative bio-energies and when
flowing harmonically through the body, both
positive and negative forces are balanced—the
body is in good health. These energy fields are
in constant communication with one another
through the body’s network of energy channels,
known variously as meridians, power centers,
energetic transformers, or chakras (a frequently
used term from Hindu philosophy). At times of
physical or mental stress and illness, one or
more of the channels may become blocked, and
the bio-energy there stagnates.

It is the task of the bio-energy healer to un-
block these areas, free the flow of bio-energy,
and restore the body to a state of balance. Bio-

energy healers also attempt to maintain the har-
monic flow of bio-energy in healthy bodies, so
as to prevent and avoid imbalance. Bio-energy
healers suggest that all humans have an intuitive
ability to sense and affect the bio-energy field
with their hands and mind, but certain gifted
individuals stand out as exceptionally able. Both
practitioners and patients make big claims for
the power of bio-energy healing, which is said
to be able to relieve such conditions as asthma,
prostate cancer, multiple sclerosis, and even in-
fertility. It is not necessary for the healer to be
present in order to effect a healing, since energy
healing from a distance and healing using a
photograph are also possible.

Practitioners of bioenergetics may claim their
techniques, as a form of holistic natural heal-
ing, are ancient and traditional, but there is no
evidence to link bioenergetics to indigenous
shamanistic techniques. Although the engage-
ment of shamans and neo-Shamans in post-
modernity has led to certain New Age tech-
niques (as in, e.g., Michael Harner’s Core
Shamanism) passing into indigenous shamanic
knowledge systems, the manipulation of hid-
den or invisible energies of the body without
contact with the body is not a significant fea-
ture of traditional shamanisms.

Indigenous shamans consistently use the
spirit journey to seek out sources of illness and
may battle with evil spirits, and sometimes re-
move spirits from a patient’s body, in order to
effect a cure. This approach to healing is partic-
ularly prevalent in Siberia, where the term
shaman originates (e.g., Hutton 2001), but it is
also found in such geographically distant areas
as the Arctic and South America, where
shamans may extract the spirit causing the ill-
ness by, for example, sucking through a tube
placed on the skin (e.g., Harner 1990). In both
of these instances, the shaman considers the
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spirit-illness to be a foreign body in the patient,
not a blockage of natural energies, as is the case
with bioenergetics. A closer analogy to bioener-
getics in an indigenous context might be San
(Bushman) shamanism in southern Africa. San
shamans sweat profusely while performing a
trance dance, and this sweat is perceived to
contain supernatural potency, so shamans rub
the sweat vigorously onto their patients in or-
der to effect healing (e.g., Katz 1982). Even in
this instance, however, San shamans believe
they are introducing healing substances from
outside, rather than balancing naturally occur-
ring energies within the patient.

Robert J. Wallis

See also: Core Shamanism and Neo-
Shamanism; Healing and Shamanism
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BUDDHISM AND SHAMANISM

It is easier to explicate why shamanism is a
widespread practice in Buddhist societies if
common misconceptions about the Buddhist
tradition are dispelled. Although Buddhism is
often called an atheistic religion, it is atheistic
only in the sense that it is not based on belief
in an omniscient and omnipotent God; in fact,
as a look at the “wheel of life” showing the dif-
ferent domains of rebirth will easily demon-

strate, Buddhists believe that gods, demons,
ghosts, and many other spirits exist, that they
reside in heavens and purgatories, and that
most supernatural beings can inhabit the hu-
man realm, affecting individuals. Further, al-
though Buddhist texts counsel elite monks and
nuns to ignore all of these beings, since they
are irrelevant to the search for nirvana, it is im-
portant to understand that the great majority
of Buddhists in every Asian community have
been householders (secular people) who have
not pursued nirvana, but whose main interests
have been acquiring merit for a better rebirth,
and using the resources of Buddhism and
other cultural traditions to secure health, suc-
cess, and prosperity. Though the canonical
texts were written by monks and definitely fo-
cused predominantly on the monastic minor-
ity, there are canonical passages that make this
division of spiritual concerns clear. The Pali
Canon of Theravada Buddhism conveys this
division clearly, when the Buddha instructs the
good Buddhist householder to seek “The Four

Conditions”:

Housefather, there are these four conditions
which are desirable, dear, delightful, hard to
win in the world. Which four? . . .

[1] Wealth being gotten by lawful means . . .

[2] Good report gotten by me along with my
kinsmen and teacher

[3] Long life and attain a great age . . .

[4] When the body breaks up, on the other
side of death may I attain happy birth,
the heaven world!

The text then proceeds to specify how the
moral and wealthy Buddhist householder
should attain these goals by doing the “The
Four Good Deeds™:

Now, housefather, that same Aryan disciple,
with the wealth acquired by energetic
striving . . ., is the doer of four deeds. What
are the four?

[1] [He] makes himself happy and cheerful,
he is a contriver of perfect happiness; he
makes his mother and father, his children and
wife, his servants and workmen, his friends
and comrades cheerful and happy. This . . . is
the first opportunity seized by him, turned to
merit and fittingly made use of.



[2] Then again, the. .. disciple . . . with that
wealth makes himself secure against all
misfortunes whatsoever, such as may hap-
pen by way of fire, water, the king, a rob-

ber, an ill-disposed person . . . He takes
steps for his defense and makes himself
secure . . .

[3] Then again . .. the disciple . . . is a maker
of the five-fold offering (bali), namely: to
relatives, to guests, to departed hungry
ghosts, to the king, and to the gods
(devata) . ..

[4] Then again, the. .. disciple ... offers
gifts to all such recluses and brahmins . . .
who tame the one self, . . . to such he of-
fers a gift which has the highest result . . .
resulting in happiness and leading to
heaven.

(Anguttara Nikaya 1V, V11, 61; Hare 1992,
75-76)

Thus, the good Buddhist householder is in-
structed to foster family ties, engage in “ener-
getic striving” after economic success, and wor-
ship hungry ghosts and local gods, seeking
justly earned worldly happiness and security
(Powers 1995).

The pragmatic conception of the Buddha’s
teachings (the dharma), however nuanced in
every local community, shaped the domestica-
tion of Buddhism from Sri Lanka to the Hi-
malayas, from Central Asia to Japan. To focus
only on texts designated to guide the rare med-
itation master or philosopher is to miss the
center of Buddhism in society and the ration-
ale for Buddhists enthusiastically supporting
shamans.

The canonical texts clearly indicate that Bud-
dhists should understand not only that gods,
ghosts, and demons exist, but that they should
also be taken seriously, as they can cause suffer-
ing through their powers to influence the natu-
ral world, spread disease, and foment misfor-
tune. Thus, the understandings of the power of
the gods and spirits from early South Asia were
extended to other parts of Asia, though the
spirits themselves often differed. In many local-
ities where Buddhism flourished, the monastic
leaders had no basis for objecting to indigenous
shamanic traditions whose aim was to contact
the great gods, local deities, or ancestral spirits.
The only basis for conflict was the practice of
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animal sacrifice associated with such cults, an
issue that will be discussed below.

The most dangerous spirits have been thought
capable of possessing individuals, causing the
body’s essential elements to become unbalanced
or the individual’s consciousness to become de-
ranged, even to leave the body. In addition to in-
digenous curative practices, the first Buddhist
rituals were designed to protect individuals and
communities from these and other dangers, pri-
marily through the repetition of special words
(called mantras, paritta, or raksha) bestowed by
the Buddha for this purpose.

Since there was no universally acknowledged
institutional locus of orthodoxy or orthopraxy
in the history of Buddhism, and since adapting
to local societies and cultures was encouraged
from the very beginnings of this missionary
faith, Buddhists creatively melded their tradi-
tions with local practices. Monastic leaders
across Asia skillfully balanced their general doc-
trinal norms with a great variety of cultural un-
derstandings about deities, illness, and methods
of healing. Acceptance of and support for
shamanistic practices by Buddhist householders
should therefore not be surprising.

Whatever the accommodations, however,
there was no compromising with the universal
Buddhist notion that the Buddha is the greatest
being in the cosmos, that all deities are subject
to karmic law and hence are inferior to the
Buddha and Buddhist saints, and that Buddhist
moral law must take precedence over local rit-
ual practices, especially in the realm of animal
sacrifices. Thus, shamanic traditions have ex-
isted—and in places thrived—where Buddhism
has been the dominant culture, though their
ritual practices have commonly been adapted
to respect Buddhist ethics.

As for Buddhist monks, the two branches of
Buddhism, Theravada and Mahayana, differ
significantly in distancing the monastery and
monastic practice from shamanic practices. In
the South and Southeast Asian culture regions,
there have been a number of studies of Thera-
vada tradition and the wider religious contexts
in which it has existed that have included a
study of shamanic elements. Shamanism in Sri
Lanka illustrates the “southern school’s” pattern
of accommodation: A host of dancing and
drumming exorcisms are still conducted by
troupes (kattiya) of typically low-caste exorcism
specialists (adura), who remove the influences
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of hostile ghosts or demons from sick Buddhist
patients. Thought to act capriciously and often
without warning, specific demons are believed
to cause specific illnesses, some potentially fa-
tal. The five greatest exorcistic rites are similar
in many respects: The chief exorcist goes into
trance to divine the cause of illness; for the rit-
ual, he (and others in the troupe) wear the de-
mon-specific masks or makeup, enter the
trance state to channel the demon’s presence,
then confront the patient, eliciting the family’s
and community’s protective response; finally,
the shaman plays out having the demon’s
malevolent presence removed by invoking the
law of the Buddha. These nightlong rituals “de-
fine the character of demonic attack, and fill
out and outwardly objectify the nature of the
patient’s subjective experience as this is cultur-
ally constructed. The movement of a patient
from a condition of demonic control to a con-
dition freed from the power of demons is pre-
sented and validated in the order of the perfor-
mance” (Kapferer 1983, 60).

Buddhist monks have no involvement in
these shamanic events, and in the strict inter-
pretation of the monastic code should not even
witness them. However, it is the Buddha’s law,
the dharma—through both its supernatural
spoken power and its definition of cosmic or-
der—that is ultimately invoked to establish the
final triumph of humanity over demonic con-
trol. As illustrated in the climax of the Sanni
Yakuma, an exorcism rite ridding a patient of
the eighteen illness demons, the chief of these
evil forces, the frightening Kola Suniya, is made
to depart, forced to read the long-accepted
varan (warrant) of the Buddha: “The Great
Lord, Our Buddha says, according to this letter
of authority . . . [to] give this mean ancestral
spirit, this mean one, seven bags of rice and
seven bags of food, burn him with the rays of
the Buddha, chase him beyond the seven vil-
lages, beyond the seven boundaries. All the
misfortunes, upset humors are over” (Obeye-
sekere 1969, 196).

Quite different were the Indo-Tibetan vaj-
rayina traditions of Mahayana Buddhism.
Here, spiritual masters of tantra (called siddhas
or vajricaryas) adopted spiritual practices that
incorporated shamanic elements while retain-
ing the ancient Buddhist purpose of reaching
enlightenment. The tantric meditative practice
of sddhana involves practitioners “seizing the

divine ego”; through mantra incantations, mu-
dra hand gestures, drumming, and visualiza-
tion, this sadhana practice invites the enlight-
ened divinity to merge with the siddha and so
impart both enlightenment and blessings to the
practitioner.

Masters of the tantric spiritual tradition are
expected to serve as bodhisattvas, dedicating
their accomplished practice of channeling the
divine Buddhist presence to serve others. The
substances offered in carefully choreographed
tantric rituals are imbued with the enlightened
being’s power and grace; gathered at the end,
this prasad is a vessel of blessings that is con-
sumed by the master’s community of disciples.
All schools of Tibetan Buddhism, Newar Bud-
dhist vajracaryas in Nepal, as well as the priests
of the Shingon school of Japan, all adopted
these spiritual practices and rituals that applied
the master’s powers to compassionately serve
others.

Tantric ritualism also was integral to Chinese
Mahayana Buddhism. Monks applied this rit-
ual technology and control over the enlight-
ened divinities to perform rites to satisfy the
departed ancestors who were thought possibly
to be reborn as preras (hungry ghosts). In
China, these hungry ghosts were regarded as
more dangerous than in India, where the early
conception was that pretas were too consumed
with their own suffering to harm others. But in
China, as a marker of filial piety to the de-
parted ancestors, monks perform tantric rituals
to make merit for themselves and the dead,
while seeking to insure the best possible after-
life destiny for their relatives. In the five-hour
evening rite called the fang yen-kou (release of
the burning mouths), monk ritualists seek to
draw upon the powers of the Buddha, the
dharma, and the sangha to break through the
gates of purgatory, open the throats of the suf-
fering pretas, and feed them mantra-imbued
water, making rebirth as a human being or in a
paradise inevitable (Welch 1973, 186-187).

There were also tantric practitioners across
the Mahayana culture area who were famous
for their ability to exorcise spirits from the af-
flicted using tantric amulets, prasad, and ritual
implements that are placed in contact with the
body. Buddhist monastic healers were sought
based upon their individual charisma and the
record of their cures. These practices were re-
garded as praiseworthy, since healing is a direct



act of compassion and consistent with the
bodhisattva monk’s vow to help others while
pursuing enlightenment. Although it is difficult
to ascertain whether the Indic origins of these
tantric practices were Buddhist or non-Bud-
dhist, there is no doubt that later Buddhists in
the Mahayana communities pursued them, in
part, to offer a Buddhist healing practice, one
that in places had to compete with indigenous
shamanic curing traditions.

Such rivalry between Buddhist monks and
shamans has been especially highlighted by re-
cent studies of religion in the Himalayan re-
gion. Stan Mumford (1989) studied refugee
Tibetan Buddhists of the Nyingma-pa school
and the shamanic traditions among the Gu-
rungs, a Tibeto-Burman ethnic group of the
central Himalayas that had also adopted Bud-
dhist traditions from the north several cen-
turies ago. He shows how the traditions of
Buddhism and shamanism overlap in many re-
spects (exorcism, healing, worshipping the lo-
cal deities), at times competing for support by
the local merchants and farmers. In an ongo-
ing cultural dialogue—one that likely was en-
tered into by many who converted to Bud-
dhism across Asia over the millennia—the
Gurungs straddled these traditions, adopting
to some extent Buddhist beliefs in conscious-
ness and rebirth, yet unwilling to abandon
their ancestral practice of having shamans per-
form “guiding the soul” rites after death and
worshipping the local deities with an annual
animal sacrifice. It is not the shamanic practice
per se that caused conflict between these spe-
cialists, but the shaman-led annual sacrifice of
a captured deer to the local deities. From the
Buddhist perspective, killing an animal is like
killing one’s parents; from the shamanic per-
spective widely accepted by the villagers, if the
mountain guardian deities do not receive their
annual “red offering” indicating the villagers’
gratitude, the rains will not fall and their life
will become impossible.

Geoffrey Samuel (1993) has provided an in-
terpretation of tantric Buddhism that helps to
explain the distinctive features of the Tibetan
tradition, distinguishing clerical monastic Bud-
dhism from what he terms Shamanic Bud-
dhism: “Vajrayana Buddhism as practiced in
Tibet may be described as shamanic, in that it
is centered around communication with an al-
ternative mode of reality via the alternative
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states of consciousness of Tantric Yoga®
(Samuel 1993, 8). In effect, the tantric monks
of Tibet function as shamans, utilizing the
practices and techniques of tantric Buddhism:
A few utilize these methods for pursuing en-
lightenment; most do so to serve the pragmatic
needs of the householder majority. In Tibetan
Buddhism, then, both the shamanic-tantric ap-
proach (visionary, involving oral instructions
from teacher) and the clerical monastic ap-
proach (discipline-bound, textually derived
meditation) have been woven closely into the
fabric of religious life, with the scholastic
monastics such as the Gelug-pa Tsongk’apa
(1357-1419) developing theories to reconcile
the clerical and shamanic modalities.

Todd Lew:s
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CHRISTIANITY AND SHAMANISM
The concept of shamanism was borrowed from
its original central Asian context by historian of
religions Mircea Eliade. His intent was to de-
fine the notion of shamanism with greater pre-
cision, so that it would no longer be arbitrarily
equated with magic and wizardry (Eliade 1989,
13). Eliade identified as shamanic phenomena
certain basic characteristics that can occur in all
religions and cultures.

Christian theological studies, on the other
hand, seldom use the concept of shamanism
and rarely discuss it as a component of Chris-
tian texts and tradition. For many years,
shamanic activities were usually regarded as
standing in opposition to Christian religious
practices. The reason for this avoidance of the
concept derives, at least in part, from the his-
tory of the dissemination of Christianity and is
related to Christianity’s rejection of magic and
wizardry. There were, however, syncretistic
phases in Christian religious and missionary
history during which pagan influences were in-
tegrated. One such phase, for example, oc-
curred in the sixth century C.E. when Pope
Gregory the Great ordered a halt to the practice
of destroying pre-Christian cult sites. But ever
since the High Middle Ages and continuing
into the early modern era, bloody missionary
activities in Europe, the Americas, Africa, and
Asia set Christianity ever further apart from the
religious rites of indigenous peoples. Christian
dogma became progressively less willing to ac-
cept other peoples’ faiths as genuine religions
on a par with Christianity.

This hierarchical attitude, along with the
definition of the concept of magic, had already
become firmly established in ancient times.
Under the influence of the Greek enlighten-
ment that started in the sixth century B.C.E.,
magic was deprecated, whether as part of reli-

gion or medicine; philosophy and the enlight-
ened sciences rejected magic and distanced
themselves from it. The so-called evolutionary
view, which began during the epoch of the an-
cient city cultures, regarded magic as a relic of
an earlier and more primitive agrarian way of
thinking that had served its purpose and be-
come obsolete (Graf 1996, 18). This rejection
of magic became particularly obvious after Em-
peror Constantine recognized Christianity as
the official state religion and ordered decapita-
tion as a punishment for practicing magic or
fortune-telling in 357 C.E. (Kieckhefer 1992,
54). Nonetheless, the relationship between
magic and religion continued to be an ambiva-
lent one for many centuries, into the middle of
the medieval period. “Monks in the monaster-
ies employed magical healing methods with
which they had become familiar partly from
folk medicine of the native culture and partly
from ancient medicine, both of which included
magical elements” (Kieckhefer 1992, 72).

Beginning in the thirteenth century, moral
and theological condemnation of magic in-
creased steadily, sometimes going as far as ju-
ridical indictment and prosecution. The Latin
word for superstition (superstitio) carries the
connotation of “a remnant of paganism.” The
accusation, which claimed that adherents of su-
perstition had misunderstood certain passages
in the Bible, supported a division of piety into
a lower religion in opposition to a higher reli-
gion (Kieckhefer 1992, 212-213).

This division into low cultures as opposed to
more highly valued cultures became still further
reinforced during the Reformation of the six-
teenth century and the Enlightenment of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and sur-
vived into the twentieth century. The history of
research into the concept of shamanism reveals
the influence of this tendency, with much of
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the work obviously judgmental in the words it
uses as it attempts to deal with shamanic phe-
nomena. Any discussion of shamanism or
magic therefore requires “critical reflection
about the conditional nature of the sources as
well as the scientific, metalinguistic concepts
and statements” (Motzki 1977, 16).

This religious and cultural history of Chris-
tianity has interposed itself and distorted the
view on testimony contained in the Bible and
on the dissemination of the Christian faith dur-
ing the first three centuries C.E. Closer scrutiny
shows that Biblical texts are by no means unan-
imous in their rejection of shamanic practice.
Ever since the Christian faith was first commit-
ted to writing, opinions have differed, for ex-
ample, about the way the work and person of
Jesus as a healer ought to be judged and about
the significance of ecstasy among the prophets
and early Christian congregations.

A Shamanic Reading of Biblical Texts

The breadth of variation in the texts of the
Christian tradition yields no unified picture.
These texts indicate above all that shamanic ac-
tivities were not fundamentally rejected, as they
came to be in later apologetical discussion. On
the contrary, elements of shamanic practice,
such as the act of healing in Christ’s name or
on his behalf and the ability to experience ec-
stasy, characterized the social work, welfare-re-
lated, and missionary activities of the early
Christians during the first three centuries C.E.

In addition to orienting itself according to
Eliade’s criteria and viewing the testimony from
a phenomenological standpoint, this under-
standing of shamanic practice also relies on a
functional definition of shamanism. Through
the special way in which shamans practice ec-
stasy, they also have social significance, serving
the community, for example, as intermediaries
between the divine and the people or as healers
of the sick (Motzki 1977, 48—49).

Mircea Eliade identified as specifically
shamanic characteristics the technique of ec-
stasy and the shamanic flight as an ascent into
heaven or a descent into the Underworld. In a
wider spectrum, he particularly cited the special
initiations that shamans undergo, the instruc-
tion they receive in the proper ways to conduct
healing ceremonies, and necromancy. Eliade
also described important shamanic symbols

such as the shaman’s costume and drum, and
the special significance accorded to the num-
bers 7 and 9, the world tree, and the cosmic
mountain (Eliade 1989, 148-268).

In this context, it is essential to realize that
the aforementioned basic forms and functions
of shamanism, as well as its characteristic sym-
bols, can all be found in the Bible with varying
frequency and in different combinations (Wil-
helmi 2000, 11-17). Many of these forms and
functions are or were components of Jewish
and Christian religion, at least during a particu-
lar span of time.

Ecstasy

Ecstasy was fundamentally affirmed in a story
about Moses and Joshua (Numbers 11:16),
where the spirit of the Lord came upon seventy
elders of the people, who thereupon experi-
enced a seizure of prophetic ecstasy. In response
to Joshua’s criticism, Moses exclaimed, “Would
God that all the Lord’s people were prophets,
and that the Lord would put his spirit upon
them!” (Numbers 11:29). Moses, who was also
shown in Exodus 7 as one who magically com-
peted with Egyptian sorcerers and who, espe-
cially in later Jewish tradition, was regarded to-
gether with Solomon as the guarantor of
spiritual and magical knowledge, was shown
here as a prophet who approved of ecstasy for
his entire people.

The First Book of Samuel described compa-
nies of ecstatic prophets. Seized by the spirit of
Yahweh, these groups of people played raptur-
ous music upon instruments and fell into an ec-
static state of consciousness (1 Sam. 19: 20-24).
The prophet Samuel described such a group to
Saul and told him he would meet them proph-
esying and be changed himself: “The Spirit of
the Lord will come mightily upon thee, and
thou shalt prophesy with them, and shalt be
turned into another man” (1 Sam. 10:5-6). The
spirit was described as an irresistible power that
transformed, overwhelmed human volition, and
led to a state of prophetic ecstasy. Ecstatic expe-
riences were also mentioned as occurring among
prophets of the sixth century B.C.E., for exam-
ple, Isaiah and Ezekiel.

In the New Testament, ecstatic gestures
among the early Christian communities were
welcomed by Paul as evidence of charisma. He
described them as “speaking in tongues” (glos-



solalia) and said, “He that speaketh in an un-
known tongue speaketh unto God” (1 Cor.
14:2). Glossolalia was experienced in a commu-
nal setting, but not all people were capable of
doing it. The story of Paul’s calling as told in
the Acts of the Apostles is clearly related to
shamanic ecstasy (Acts 9:1-19). Paul saw “a
light from heaven,” heard a voice, and was
stricken blind for three days, during which
time he neither ate nor drank. Guided and
treated by a spiritual helper, he emerged from
the ordeal healed and transformed, and after-
wards bore a different name. Paul explicitly
mentioned his special ecstatic gift in his First
Epistle to the Corinthians: “I thank my God, I
speak with tongues more than ye all” (1 Cor.
14:18). The Pentecostal story told in the sec-
ond chapter of Acts likewise contains ecstatic
elements.

The Shamanic Flight:
Ascent and Descent in the Bible

The prophet Ezekiel deserves particular men-
tion with regard to the second shamanic crite-
rion, namely, the shamanic flight. Several pas-
sages in the Bible recounted how Ezekiel was
lifted up into the air by the spirit and borne
upon wings (Ezekiel 3:12, 3:14, 8:3, 11:1). The
similarity to shamanic ascents is evident in the
change of states of consciousness, the descrip-
tion of the visions, and the intervention of a
spiritual helper in male or female guise.

Another impressive vision of an ascent with
shamanic overtones can be found in the Old
Testament (Money 2001, 19). Jacob’s dream at
Bethel, in which he saw a ladder that stretched
from earth to heaven (Genesis 28:10-22) sug-
gests the possibility of shamanic ascent, espe-
cially when it is considered in the overall con-
text of the story of Jacob, who is sometimes
described as a “trickster,” and even clad in ani-
mal’s pelts, albeit to fool his father into think-
ing he is Esau.

The New Testament mentioned an ascent
into heaven by Jesus himself (Mark 16:19 and
Luke 24:51, Acts 1:9-11). Perhaps intended
primarily to lend credence to Jesus” divine na-
ture, this story may have little in common
with shamanic journeys. Nonetheless, the de-
piction of his death, its interpretation as offer-
ing salvation to souls because he has thereby
carried away the sins of humankind, and his
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resurrection after three days all contain ele-
ments that bear strong similarity to Under-
world journeys of the sort that can occur in
the shamanic context.

Jesus as Shaman

The theologian Morton Smith discussed the
evangelists’ texts primarily against the back-
ground of shamanic criteria (Smith 1978). In
particular, he also included in his research cer-
tain statements that are recorded as having
been uttered by opponents of Jesus and Chris-
tianity. Smith interpreted as characteristic of a
shaman Jesus’ withdrawal into the desert,
driven into the wilderness by the spirit of God
for a lengthy period of time. Smith also called
particular attention to Jesus' communication
with “wild beasts and angels” during this time
(Mark 1:12-13). Other passages in the Gospel
according to Mark likewise indicate that the
evangelist unquestioningly viewed Jesus as hav-
ing powers that can be considered shamanic, as
also can be noted in parallel passages in the
Gospels according to Matthew and Luke,
where they discuss this story (Matthew 4:1-11,
Luke 4:1-13).

In these Gospels, too, the tale of Jesus in the
wilderness formed the beginning of the story of
his works. This episode, however, was depicted
here in a far more finely differentiated manner
than in Mark. Matthew and Luke likewise
mentioned the spirit who led Jesus into the
wilderness, but communication with wild
beasts and angels went unmentioned. While Je-
sus was fasting in the wilderness, the devil ap-
peared and tempted him to embark on a
shamanic flight, but Jesus resisted and refused
to cast himself from “a pinnacle of the temple.”
Jesus also denied the devil’s request to change
stones into bread. Thus Matthew and Luke
seem to distance themselves from the shamanic
practices of flight and transubstantiation. On
the other hand, the evangelists either approved
of similar practices or emphasized descriptions
of them. Dreams and visions, for example, are
given particular significance in the Gospel ac-
cording to Matthew.

Supernatural miracles such as the tale of the
calming of the storm (Mark 4:35-41) likewise
alluded to the shamanic motif of being able to
exert a direct influence on natural forces (Koll-
mann 1996, 272). Jesus’ rebuke and pacifica-
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Sculpture relief depicting Christ healing the blind man. (Araldo de Luca/Corbis)

tion of the sea and wind seem to stand squarely
in the context of ecstasy and the shamanic jour-
ney (Kollmann 1996, 275).

The gospels ascribed many shamanic roles to
Jesus. Especially with regard to the functional
definition of the shaman as one who practices
shamanic techniques, it seems reasonable to
speak of Jesus and his disciples as people who
practiced techniques similar to those engaged
in by shamans. Several different shamanic roles
can be distinguished: (1) spiritual leader and
guide (i.e., guardian of the consciousness of a
people or group), (2) leader of ceremonies, (3)
psychopomp (i.e., companion of souls), (4)
bringer of good fortune, (5) healer and helper,
(6) poet, singer, performer of shamanic acts
(Hoppdl 2000, 100).

The texts of the Biblical evangelists ascribed
many of these shamanic roles to Jesus. The very

name Jesus (deliverer) expressed his role as a
healer. In addition, he was also assigned the
roles of savior and spiritual guide. It seems
most important in this context to call attention
to his unconditional sacrifice for humankind
and to his social and helping acts. Healing, in
the classical definition, is foremost among a
shaman’s various tasks (Eliade 1989, 208).
Another typically shamanic motif can be
seen in Jesus repeatedly asking people to tell
him who and what they believed him to be.
Shamans do not call themselves shamans
(Smith 1978, 43-44). Jesus only described his
acts, and he mentioned as first among them, “I
cast out devils, and I do cures” (Luke 13:32).
Healing the sick and casting out evil spirits
numbered among the principal tasks engaged
in by those who felt that they belonged with Je-
sus. The dualistic notion of evil and good spir-



its, a dualism that is familiar in shamanic con-
texts, is also present here.

Although the healing tradition of ancient
Greece had long since established itself in the
Palestinian world, there also existed a vital tra-
dition of ancient Jewish magical spells and rites
designed to heal and help. There even seems to
have been a comprehensive collected wisdom,
attributed to King Solomon, about pharmaco-
logical medications and incantations (Koll-
mann 1996, 137).

Some stories in the New Testament are
nearly impossible to interpret unless they are
considered from the point of view of religious
and cultural history, in the light of magical pa-
pyri and traditions handed down from Joseph
and preserved by rabbinical Judaism (Blau
1898). As an example of this, consider the pas-
sage where Jesus says, “Whosoever shall give
you a cup of water to drink in my name, be-
cause ye belong to Christ, verily I say unto you,
he shall not lose his reward” (Mark 9:41). The
meaning of this passage is difficult to under-
stand unless one knows that a spilled cup of
water was regarded as a sign that an evil spirit
had departed (Merkelbach 1996, 6).

From this perspective, it seems reasonable to
reconsider and reevaluate many other passages
in the Gospels. Although some passages urge
that the person of Jesus not be reduced to his
thaumaturgical abilities (Kollmann 1996, 379),
passages about those miracle-working abilities
are more numerous and more comprehensive
than are passages that deal with other contents

(Mark 2:171f).

Healing Rituals in Early

Christian Communities

During the first three centuries after Jesus, his
adherents and opponents alike testified to the
importance that healings and psychopomp
work played in the missionary dissemination of
Christianity (Brown 1999, 41). As early as the
Acts of the Apostles, explicit descriptions were
given of several cures performed by Jesus’ disci-
ples. Peter, for example, healed by means of za/-
itha kumi, an ancient Aramaic phrase that
means “arise” (Acts 9:34 and 9:40). Jesus too
uses this spell. The healing of possessed and ail-
ing people subsequently became a matter of
course within the everyday life of early Chris-
tian communities, where such practices were
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regulated through the offices of the presbyters,
“the elders of the church” (James 5:14-15).

Justin and Tertullian continued the tradition
of these successful early Christian healings into
the Roman Empire, whenever pagan conjurers,
magicians, and pharmacologists failed or were
too expensive (Kollmann 1996, 373). For Ter-
tullian, it was important in whose name the
possessing spirits were expelled. Tertullian re-
ports on specific individual cases and, like Ori-
gen and others, he did not preach against the
belief in spirits or psychopomp practice per se
(Kollmann 1996, 374), as long as the spirit in-
voked by the healer is the spirit of God.

A turning point seems to have occurred dur-
ing the fourth century C.E. In the context of
confrontations with pagans and in the wake of
Christianity’s recognition as the official state re-
ligion, thaumaturgic practice declined among
Christians and ceased to be a basic aspect of the
Christian mission (Barb 1961). Although
Christian enthusiastic and spiritual groups
(e.g., Pentecostal and revivalist congregations)
have arisen repeatedly throughout subsequent
centuries, it was the word of God that came to
occupy the central position in Protestant theol-
ogy. Thought and thinking have continued to
occupy the foreground since the Reformation
and Enlightenment. Attempts were made to of-
fer rational explanations for miracles, which
were generally dismissed as more or less mar-
ginal events in the actual history of Jesus and
his works. Only the general theology of the
Resurrection and Epiphany remained un-
touched by this rationalist tendency to mini-
mize the importance of wonder-working (Koll-

mann 1996, 379).

Liaisons with Foreign Religions:
Motifs and Symbols

On the liturgical level of religion, motifs of the
Christian faith entered into liaisons with simi-
lar motifs in foreign religions and often devel-
oped into new religions or cults. One example
of this evolution is the contemporary appear-
ance of the peyote cult. The central element of
this cult is a sort of sacrament, a holy repast
(Hultkrantz 1992, 270). The background of
this sacramental banquet is a ritual practiced
by Mexican Indians in which peyote is eaten in
order to come into contact with supernatural
beings. As time went on, this cult evolved into
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an independent religion containing certain
Catholic contents.

When symbols that have been isolated from
their cultural and historical surroundings are
carefully reviewed, numerous relationships can
be discovered between shamanic notions and
corresponding Christian or Biblical ideas. In
addition to the cosmic mountain, which plays a
central role as Horeb in the Old Testament and
as the “high mountain” where Jesus undergoes
transfiguration in the Gospels, it is above all the
symbol of the Crucifix that deserves particular
emphasis. Within the context of Christian reli-
gious history, the meaning of the Cross soon
became divorced from its historical form as an
instrument of torture. The cruciform symbol
came to express the relationship between the
world and the heavens as an orderly connection
between God and man. The Crucifix is thus
quite similar to the shaman’s drum in this
sense. Furthermore, many men and women
shamans have had and continue to have spiri-
tual relationships with the person of Jesus
Christ and can justifiably describe them-
selves—often in an ecstatic state—as having
“Christ consciousness.”

A New Approach
A new approach to the relationship between
Christianity and shamanism has evolved during
the past several decades. Christian missionary
theology is giving a new impulse to intercul-
tural dialogue through the reawakened self-
awareness of formerly missionized peoples of
Asia, Africa, and Central and South America.
Whereas in the past the declaration of faith in
Christ meant a break with tradition, the en-
counter with indigenous religions is now being
described anew, and the one-sided, exclusively
Western pattern of interpretation is no longer
being continued. The situation in contempo-
rary Korea deserves explicit mention here
within the context of Protestant theology. On
the one hand, evangelistic denominations have
the largest number of adherents in Korea, and at
the same time, shamanism thrives as a substan-
tial feature of Korean culture. Korean theolo-
gians are formulating Korean Christianity’s en-
counter with the country’s native religions in a
new way and do not necessarily regard the en-
counter as inherently confrontational or contra-

dictory (Choi 1999). This view has conse-

quences for the future evolution of Christian
theology in general. In the long ignored areas of
creation theology and the awareness of nature, it
can offer new impulses for a more holistically
oriented view of the world and humankind.

Another example of new impulses for inter-
cultural dialogue about healing and ecclesiasti-
cal practice comes from missionary stations in
Africa. After a long period of time during which
a generally demystified understanding of the
New Testament’s text had predominated, the
African cultural context led to a rediscovery of
the Christian healing tradition in accord with
the continent’s own understanding of the nature
of reality (Kahl 2001, 118). This new access also
led to changes in conventional Christian theol-
ogy, so that religious services conducted with
the intent to heal or rituals performed with the
intent of bestowing blessings are again the sub-
ject of more intensive discussion.

The history of the relationship between
Christianity and shamanism has alternated be-
tween intimacy and aloofness. Throughout
many centuries and even into recent times, the
interpretation and exegesis of Christian texts
has been characterized by an effort to distance
Christianity from shamanism. Of late, however,
a rapprochement has become evident, catalyzed
in part by the current renewal of shamanic and
indigenous traditions among various groups.

The practice of Christian counseling too is
being stimulated and revivified in the context
of the New Spirituality and through a return to
its own early Christian roots. Renewed atten-
tion to features that are shared by both early
Christianity and shamanism alike is helping to
catalyze a reconciliation in the intercultural and
interreligious context.

Barbara Wilhelmi

See also: Choctaw Shamanism; Colonialism
and Shamanism; Dreams and Visions;
Ethnocentrism and Shamanism; Korean
Shamanism; Latin American Christianity and
Shamanism
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COLONIALISM AND SHAMANISM

According to the classic definition proposed by
Ake Hultkrantz, a shaman is “a social func-
tionary who, with the help of guardian spirits,
attains ecstasy to create a rapport with the su-
pernatural world on behalf of his [or her]
group members” (Hultkrantz 1973). As a so-
cial functionary, the shaman is defined not
merely by extraordinary personal abilities to
achieve ecstasy, communicate with spirits, or
affect the healing of individuals, but also by a
public capacity to mediate between a transcen-
dent reality and a particular social group. In
many instances, the relevant social group for a
shaman is constituted by kinship, since
shamans often serve as hereditary ritual spe-
cialists for their clans. But the constitution of a
community might also be determined by
broader social relations within a territory. Op-
erating as an inspirational mediator on behalf
of a community, the shaman necessarily per-
forms a range of political, social, and economic
roles. Under colonial conditions, those roles
are inevitably altered.

In simple terms, colonialism is the use of
military and political power to create and
maintain a situation in which colonizers gain
economic benefits from the raw materials and
cheap labor of the colonized (Chidester 2000a).
Generally, colonizers come from outside of a
territory, arriving as alien intruders to dominate
an indigenous people, although situations of
internal colonialism have also involved similar
relations of domination.

Not only a system of military, political, and
economic power, colonialism is also a cultural
project, advancing a cultural agenda, but also
entailing intercultural contacts, relations, and
exchanges. Often legitimated by explicit ap-
peals to religion, colonialism inevitably affects
indigenous religious life. Following the colonial
disruption, dispossession, and displacement of
an indigenous community, everything changes,
including the religious roles of shamans. Char-
acteristically, in response to colonizing forces,
shamans are faced with the options of extinc-
tion, assimilation, or resistance. However, more
complex, creative responses have also been evi-
dent in new strategies for weaving together
alien and indigenous religious resources. Al-
though colonization has always been destruc-
tive of indigenous religion, shamans have often
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played new, innovative roles as mediators, now
not only between the supernatural and human
beings but also between the religious worlds of
the colonizers and the colonized.

Mobility, Geography, and Resources

Since they provided the original source of the
term shaman, Siberian shamans have often
been regarded as the classic type of indigenous
religious specialist. However, subject as it has
been to two empires, Chinese and Russian,
Siberian shamanism has been shaped by a long
history of colonization. That history has wit-
nessed both political fluctuations and religious
changes in the mobility, spiritual geography,
and spiritual resources of shamanism.

Buryat shamanism, which was subjected to
colonization by both Chinese and Russian em-
pires, illustrates religious persistence and
change, surviving persecution, but also adopt-
ing a new mobility under colonial conditions.
In Buryat shamanism, ritual specialists medi-
ated between humans and the supernatural in
two ways, developing a hunter’s shamanism,
which negotiated access to game animals, and a
cattle-breeder’s shamanism, which negotiated
relations between the living and the dead, the
ancestral masters of the mountains. Chinese
imperial states, such as the Manchu Qing dy-
nasty (1644-1911), that supported Buddhism
tended to force shamanism into a marginal po-
sition by asserting a centralized claim over ma-
terial and spiritual resources. When those states
collapsed, Buddhism retreated, and shamanism
resurged in Inner Asian states. In these imperial
religious politics, the vitality of shamanism was
clearly affected by the fate of empires.

Many indigenous people living in tribal
arrangements during the nineteenth century,
however, recalled an earlier history of imperial
power, a time in which their shamans were at
the center of political power. In relation to the
Chinese empire, competing religious interests
could operate in the same political economy of
the sacred. Although the political status of
shamanism depended on the historical rise and
fall of empires, shamans, Buddhist clergy, and
officials of imperial ancestor veneration oper-
ated in the same field of religious references,
making competing claims on access to the sky,
for example, which represented the supreme
symbol of political authority from all religious

perspectives encompassed within the Chinese
empire (Humphrey 1994, 196). Accordingly,
shamanic ascent, which represented the hall-
mark of a shaman’s spiritual capacity, also regis-
tered as an explicitly political claim.

When subjected to the force of a dominant,
colonizing Chinese empire, however, shaman-
ism was usually cut off from establishing access
to centralized political power. Beginning in the
nineteenth century, Buryat shamanism survived
Buddhist persecutions by working out a kind of
division of spiritual labor between shamans and
lamas. Making no explicitly political claims,
shamans assumed responsibility for healing. As
the case of Buryat shamanism shows, shamans
have generally been vulnerable to centralizing
religious power. Although shamanism can
adapt, what often survives are the most portable
aspects of shamanic practice, such as techniques
of healing which are not necessarily anchored in
the political economy of a community, but are
services that can be made available to clients
wherever they might be. In colonial situations
all over the world, this new mobility of shaman-
ism has been made necessary not only by the ex-
pansion of imperial power but also by the dis-
ruption of local communities. In the process,
religious mobility has become a new require-
ment of indigenous survival.

Although marginalized under the central-
ized, hierarchical power of Chinese empires,
Buryat shamans nevertheless survived, even if
their sphere of political, social, and economic
influence was circumscribed. For Buryat
shamans enclosed during the seventeenth cen-
tury within the Russian protectorate, Russian
colonization allowed much less room to ma-
neuver. Although shamans were active in anti-
Russian revolts, they were forced to retreat in
the face of overwhelming military power. Legit-
imated by Orthodox Christianity, Russian colo-
nization entailed a more pervasive project of
converting indigenous people, land, and wealth
to Russian ends.

As the Russian empire advanced, shaman-
ism was systematically persecuted. In response
to the colonization of their religious life, in-
digenous people displayed a range of strategic
positions, rejecting, accepting, or selectively
appropriating the Christian mission that ac-
companied Russian colonization. For exam-
ple, in nineteenth-century Siberia and Alaska,
the Chukchee disregarded the missionary mes-



sage; the Dena’'ina embraced Christianity; and
the Altaians engaged in selective borrowing of
Christian symbols (Znamenski 1999). Al-
though different indigenous responses were
possible, Russian colonialism inevitably al-
tered the religious position of shamans. In ad-
dition to adopting a new colonial mobility, of-
ten demonstrated by fleeing to remote places,
shamans developed new spiritual geographies
and new spiritual resources for negotiating
with the spiritual world on behalf of their
fractured communities.

Among the Khanty and the Mansi in north-
western Siberia, an indigenous political system
of chiefdoms was destroyed by Russian colo-
nization during the sixteenth century. Begin-
ning in the eighteenth century, these Ob-
Ugrian people were subjected to forced
conversion to Christianity. Since they were
closer to the imperial center of Russia, the
Khanty and Mansi were exposed to the full
range of colonizing measures developed by Eu-
ropean states—alienation of land ownership,
multiple forms of taxation, exactions by profes-
sional civil servants, and legal prohibitions on
indigenous religion. Instead of adapting to
these measures or inspiring revolts against Rus-
sian colonization, shamans retreated to the
forests. Surviving in exile, they developed a new
spiritual geography.

Like many indigenous people displaced by
colonial incursions, these shamans found that
the meaning of their territory, including their
spiritual territory, had been fundamentally al-
tered. In earlier practice, a shaman might have
been adept at spiritual travel, but shamanic
voyages generally moved on a horizontal plane
from the ordinary world of the community to
the places of extraordinary power associated
with the forest or the sea. Under colonial con-
ditions, horizontal movement within this spiri-
tual geography of the world tended to be re-
placed by a vertical axis along which shamans
ascended to the sky or descended to the Under-
world. Living in exile in the forest, shamans no
longer traveled to the spiritual forest, but in-
stead they journeyed into heavenly realms and
subterranean regions that were beyond the ge-
ography of this world. Since this world had
come under the control of an alien colonizing
power, shamans had to work out an alternative
spiritual geography that transcended colonial
conditions (Hamayon 1995).
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New maps for the spiritual world, therefore,
could be developed in colonial situations. Sub-
jected to foreign domination, shamans all over
the world found that they were suddenly in a
world turned upside down, a world in which
alien intruders from foreign places had become
central and indigenous people were alienated
from their own land. In the case of many Siber-
ian communities, shamans assumed the respon-
sibility for remapping the contours of a spiri-
tual geography in such a distorted world. No
longer able to draw upon spiritual meaning and
power within the world, they looked to other
worlds. Although the vertical axis of ascending
and descending into spiritual worlds has often
been regarded as a constant, universal feature of
shamanism, in many cases this verticality, re-
placing earlier attention to the spiritual con-
tours of a territory, might instead represent an
innovative religious response to the crisis of
colonial domination.

While developing new spiritual geographies,
shamans under colonial conditions also appro-
priated new religious resources of spiritual
power from the Christian mission. In northern
Siberia, Yakut shamanism, which had been sub-
jugated by Russian colonization from the be-
ginning of the seventeenth century, displayed
this indigenous appropriation of alien sacred
symbols. Although the Yakut people converted
to Christianity for a variety of material reasons,
such as avoiding persecution or gaining tax re-
lief, the majority had been baptized by the end
of the eighteenth century. Preserving the in-
digenous traditions of shamanism, Yakut ritual
specialists modified those traditions by intro-
ducing aspects of Russian Orthodox Christian-
ity, including God, the Virgin Mary, guardian
angels, and the promise of spiritual rewards in a
heavenly afterlife. By integrating these Chris-
tian features, Yakut shamans were not merely
developing a syncretism of foreign Christianity
and indigenous religion. They were drawing in
new, transcendent, and powerful negotiating
partners in their ongoing spiritual work of se-
curing health, prosperity, and survival for their
community.

Shamanism is not merely mediation but also
negotiation with supernatural forces on behalf
of a community. In the case of indigenous
Yakut religion, with its basis in hunting,
shamans were particularly adept at negotiating
with the masters of animals for the souls of
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wild game. Not only expert in techniques of ec-
stasy, they were skilled in negotiating tech-
niques, supplicating and imploring, but also
bartering, trading, and exchanging with the
spiritual world. In rituals of healing, for exam-
ple, shamans could negotiate with spirits by
trading a sacrificial animal for the soul of a sick
person. Such negotiations with spirits were cen-
tral to shamanic sessions. Aided by a principal
spirit, usually an ancestral spirit, Yakut shamans
conducted ongoing negotiations with the forces
of the spiritual world on behalf of their clan or
community.

Under colonialism, however, indigenous rit-
ual specialists experienced a breakdown in ne-
gotiations, a shift from earlier relations of recip-
rocal exchange to new colonial relations based
on the invasive, coercive, one-way flow of value
from the colonized, who were dispossessed of
their resources, displaced from their territory,
and exploited for their labor, to the colonizers.
By introducing new negotiating partners into
the spiritual world, spiritual negotiating part-
ners associated with the religion of the coloniz-
ers, shamans struggled to change the very terms
of negotiation in ways that might restore reci-
procity between indigenous people and the
spiritual world.

As specialists in ritual techniques of trance,
healing, and spiritual power, shamans continued
to play a significant role in Siberian and Alaskan
religious life, even when subject to Russian
domination and Christian conversion. Sent to
Alaska in the 1820s, the Russian Orthodox mis-
sionary loann Veniaminov (later Bishop Inno-
cent; 1797-1879) found a Christian shaman
among the Aleuts, an elderly man by the name
of Ivan Smirennikov, who had been baptized
into the Russian Orthodox Church, but was re-
garded by the local Aleutian people as a shaman
because of his familiarity with spirits that en-
abled him to see the future, heal individuals,
and locate food for the community.

Based on his investigations, Veniaminov
found that Ivan Smirennikov was a “shaman,
not an ordinary person.” During his interview
with the shaman, Veniaminov learned that
shortly after his baptism in 1795 Ivan Smiren-
nikov had been visited by two spirits who said
that they had been sent by God to instruct him
in Christian teachings. Over the next thirty
years, the spirits appeared to him almost daily,
providing Christian instruction, but warning

him not to listen to the Russians or to confess
his sins to their priests. Instead, he was to rely
directly on the spirits, and they would grant his
requests and the requests made by others
through him. To Veniaminov’s surprise, he
found that Smirennikov had become not only a
noted shaman but also an informed Christian
through the mysterious intervention of the two
spirits. Although Veniaminov worried that
these spirits were demons, he became con-
vinced that the Aleut shaman’s spirits provided
confirmation rather than competition for his
Christian gospel. The two spirits, according to
Smirennikov, were even prepared to reveal
themselves to the Russian priest, although they
chastised him for his curiosity: “What does he
want? Does he consider us demons?” Accepting
the orthodoxy of Ivan Smirennikov, the Rus-
sian priest nevertheless insisted that he should
not be regarded among the local people as a
shaman. “I told the other Aleuts who were pre-
sent not to call him a Shaman,” Veniaminov re-
ported, “not to ask him for favours, but to ask
God.” Apparently, the shaman agreed with this
resolution, since he was also convinced that his
spiritual negotiating partners were not demons
but emissaries of the one true God of heaven
and earth (Chidester 2000b, 382—388).

Memory, Concealment, and Noise

In Christian representations of indigenous reli-
gion, we find a long history of demonizing lo-
cal forms of religious life, from the expansion
of Roman Catholic Christianity into Europe to
the explorations and conquests of the New
World. The earliest appearances of the term
shaman in travelers’ reports tended to demonize
indigenous religious specialists. Having served
at the court of Peter the Great and journeyed
through imperial Russia, Nicolas Witsen
(1640-1717) reported in his travel account,
Noord en Qost Tartaryen, that a “Schaman” was
nothing more nor less than a priest of the devil
(Flaherty 1992, 23). While allegedly serving
the devil and his demons, shamans were also
represented as fakes, frauds, or imposters, thus
combining genuine evil with deception. This
mixture of authenticity and fakery made the
shaman a strange contradiction—full of real
demonic power, but empty of legitimate reli-
gious power—in colonial representations of in-
digenous religions.



Certainly, these accounts recycled classic fea-
tures of superstition, which could be rendered
as beliefs and practices based on ignorance,
fear, and fraud, as the defining antithesis of au-
thentic religion. Nevertheless, the depiction of
shamans as authentic frauds represented a
strange crisis for the ideology of Christian colo-
nization well into the nineteenth century.
Working in southern Africa during the 1830s,
the missionary Robert Moffat dismissed the lo-
cal ritual specialists, the Tswana ngaka, as noth-
ing more than imposters, but at the same time
demonized them, along with all other indige-
nous religious specialists, whether the
“angekoks” of Greenland, the “pawpaws” of
North America, or the “greegrees” of West
Africa, by identifying them as the “pillars of Sa-
tan’s kingdom” (Moffat 1842, 305; Chidester
1996, 192). In this formula, shamans, who
supposedly were empty of any real power, were
paradoxically also full of demonic power as the
primary obstacles to the advance of a coloniz-
ing Christian empire.

Suggesting more than merely an alien in-
comprehension of indigenous religious special-
ists, this colonial representation of shamans as
demonic obstacles, simultaneously immaterial
and material, underwrote specific colonial poli-
cies of religious destruction. In the Americas,
the extirpation of idolatry entailed both physi-
cal and spiritual warfare against shamans. Ac-
cording to Bishop Pefia Montenegro in 1668,
Indian shamans, who “since time immemorial
had been worshiping the devil,” formed “the
principal obstacle to the spread of the Gospel.”
These sorcerers and magicians, charlatans and
imposters, he argued, “resist with diabolical fer-
vor,” in order to avoid being exposed as frauds,
“so that the light of truth shall not discredit
their fabulous arts.” To overcome these diaboli-
cal obstacles, Bishop Pefia Montenegro advo-
cated a campaign against what he regarded as
fake material objects and real immaterial
demons. Military action had to be taken to
“destroy their drums, deerheads, and feathers,”
the bishop urged, “because these are the instru-
ments of their evil and bring on the memory of
paganism” (Taussig 1987, 143, 376). Destroy-
ing sacred objects, therefore, was part of a cam-
paign against real spiritual forces of memory—
the memory of ritual, the memory of ancestors,
the memory of the land, or the memory of an
indigenous way of life—identified by the alien
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logic of colonialism as an integral part of the
evil, diabolical work of shamans.

In northern Siberia, shamanism was also
reconfigured under colonial conditions as a
work of memory. As reported by Martin Sauer,
secretary to the expedition of Joseph Billings
(ca. 1758-1806), which had been commis-
sioned by Catherine the Great, the advance of
colonization and Christianization had under-
mined the authority of once almost-omnipo-
tent shamans. Like the Roman Catholic extir-
pation of idolatry in the Americas, the Russian
Orthodox campaign against indigenous reli-
gion attacked the material signs of shamanism,
the masks, musical instruments, and other ma-
terial objects of spiritual practice. In the pro-
cess, Sauer observed that their old customs
were abolished (1802, 308), but the shaman
was recast as the guardian of indigenous mem-
ory. Weaving together threads of indigenous
continuity that had been broken by coloniza-
tion, the shaman assumed a new role, which
could be acquired through extraordinary acts of
resistance or recalled in ordinary, everyday nos-
talgia for a lost heritage. Among the Yakuts, as
Sauer reported, a man by the name of Aley had
shown remarkable skill in avoiding the Russian
conquerors and leading people to safety. By
demonstrating this extraordinary power against
the overwhelming power of the colonizers, Aley
came to be regarded as a shaman and began to
practice traditional divination (Sauer 1802,
110). As this case suggests, colonial situations
could redefine the role of the shaman as de-
fender of tribal survival, thereby creating new
ways of becoming a shaman.

Under the weight of colonial oppression,
however, many indigenous people could only
recall the power of shamans as a lost legacy, a
memory preserved but also distorted under
colonial conditions. According to one of
Sauer’s Yakut informants who had been
forcibly converted to Christianity, shamans
represented traces of a lost world that only sur-
vived in memory, even if the indigenous terms
of memory had been Christianized. Indige-
nous shamans, Sauer’s informant recalled,
“were observers of omens, and warned us of
approaching dangers, to avert which sacrifices
were made to the demons” (1802, 308). Be-
traying the influence of a pervasive Christian
demonology, this Yakut account nevertheless
located the shaman not as an obstacle to over-
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The taking of Kumassi, Ashanti Expedition; the submission of King Prempeh. Gold Coast, West
Africa. (Hulton-Deutsch Collection/Corbis)

come but as the dividing line between current
misery and a precolonial world in which the
Yakuts had been “wealthy, contented, and
free.” Under colonial conditions, that lost
world could only be recreated in memory, a
memory so fragile, however, that Sauer’s Yakut
informant concluded that “our former religion
was sort of a dream” (Sauer 1802, 308).

In this new work of memory under colonial
conditions, shamans concealed ritual objects
from alien colonizers, adding another layer to
the practice of concealment that was already
part of the shaman’s ritual repertoire. As the
traveler Giuseppi Acerbi reported, Siberian
shamans hid their ritual drums from Christian
missionaries, in the process concealing their
true religious identities from outsiders (Acerbi
1802, 2:294). Accused in colonial accounts of
being diabolic deceivers, shamans actually were
forced to engage in deception to preserve them-

selves, their practices, and their ritual objects
from destruction. Secrecy, therefore, assumed
new meaning under colonial conditions.
Although shamanic practices were concealed
from the colonial gaze, they often registered in
colonial ears as incomprehensible noise. From a
colonial perspective, the sound of the shaman’s
drum produced meaningless noise rather than
coherent music. Songs, chants, and ritual per-
formances were often described in colonial ac-
counts as dissonant noise. As Acerbi reported,
the song of the Siberian shaman, performed in
secret in the mountains, was “the most hideous
kind of yelling that can be conceived” (Acerbi
1802, 2:311). Likewise, in early reports from
the Americas, shamans were said to produce
the “most hideous Yellings and Shrieks” (cited
in Flaherty 1992, 26), while accounts from
southern Africa claimed that indigenous ritual
experts “sang only ha, ho, HO, HO, until one



almost lost hearing and sight because of the ter-
rible noise” (cited in Chidester 1996, 40—41).

For colonial regimes relying upon visual sur-
veillance, verbal command, and embodied dis-
cipline, the practices of shamans represented a
kind of sensory disorganization. Inherently
threatening to colonial rule, this alternative or-
dering of the senses was sometimes intention-
ally deployed by indigenous ritual specialists in
opposition to a colonial domination. In the
Eastern Cape of southern Africa during the late
1830s and early 1840s, a Xhosa diviner by the
name of Mngqatsi conducted regular rituals
outside the British colonial settlement of Gra-
hamstown, frightening the settlers with loud
drumming and chanting. Often performed on
Sundays, these rituals sought to disrupt the reli-
gious order of colonialism (Chidester 1992,
43). During the 1920s in central and southern
Africa, anticolonial noise was transposed into a
Christian idiom, under the influence of Pente-
costal missions, in the practice of chongo, all-
night sessions of loud drumming, singing,
shouting, and speaking in strange tongues. Al-
though chongo was nothing more than “gib-
bering, shivering, and generally mad fits,” ac-
cording to colonial administrator Charles
Draper, his attempt to suppress this religious
activity suggests that the sounds of shamanic
ecstasy could be perceived as threatening colo-
nial authority and control (Fields 1985, 156).
Occasionally, shamans were involved in explic-
itly anticolonial movements and revolts (Capeci
and Knight 1990). Their mere existence, how-
ever, represented a wild space beyond colonial
control.

Wildness

In colonial situations, shamanism can be lo-
cated in struggles over the meaning and power
of wildness. Drawing on a long history of liter-
ary and pictorial representations of the “wild
man,” European colonizers generally saw
shamans as the wildest among wild people. As a
hunting religion, requiring familiarity with
wild animal spirits, shamanism has been per-
ceived as essentially wild, but only from the
perspective of a social order based on animal
husbandry and settled agriculture. For coloniz-
ers based in metropolitan centers of empire,
shamanism represented the wild, dangerous,
and disruptive antithesis of urban order.
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As the opposite of domestication, wildness
has often appeared as an indigenous category.
Throughout southern Africa, for example, in-
digenous African religious life was organized by
a structured opposition between the domestic
space of the home, which was sanctified
through relations with ancestors, and the wild
space of the forest, bush, or desert, which har-
bored wild, dangerous, and evil forces. Operat-
ing between the domestic space and the wild
space, African ritual specialists invoked ances-
tral spirits to protect the home against evil
forces of the wild. Often, those evil forces were
identified with witches, those antisocial agents
who drew upon the dangerous power of the
wild space. When colonial governments inter-
vened to stop the detection and exposure of
these agents of evil, indigenous ritual specialists
could only conclude that the colonists were in
league with the witches, colluding with these
wild forces to disrupt the stable order of the an-
cestral home (Chidester 1992, 4-5).

In precolonial Andean religion, shamans also
moved between domesticated order and the
wild forces associated with the forests. Under
the Inca empire, the shamans of the highland,
who assumed religious responsibility for main-
taining social order, stood in contrast to the
lowland shamans of the forest, the wild, dan-
gerous, and sometimes rebellious specialists in
techniques of ecstasy (Taussig 1987, 99,
236-37). In the highlands, kxbu shamans
tended to comprise a small elite, the “owners of
the chants,” skilled in the regular rituals of the
life cycle, social relations, and political stability.
In the lowlands, payés (or piais) shamans
formed a more egalitarian, decentralized net-
work of religious practitioners, gaining extraor-
dinary power through rituals of trance and
spirit possession, aided by hallucinogens, power
that could be used in healing, hunting, or war-
fare. The lowland shamans were conversant
with auca, “the wild.” Challenging the central-
ized political power of the highlands during the
era of Inca sovereignty, these wild shamans of
the forest were also at the forefront of reli-
giously inspired rebellions against Spanish colo-
nial authority. During the nineteenth century,
shaman-prophets, identifying themselves with
Christ as the “payés of the Cross,” organized
messianic movements in opposition to both
foreign domination and indigenous shamans of

the highlands (Hugh-Jones 1994, 47-49). As
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these religious rebellions suggest, anticolonial
resistance can also address indigenous tensions
between religiously sanctioned social order and
the religious power of the wild.

In colonial engagements with wildness, in-
digenous and alien categories generated hybrid
productions of meaning and power. Although
wildness defied colonial control, many coloniz-
ers, following the novelist Joseph Conrad into
the “heart of darkness,” were both repelled and
attracted by the “mysterious life of the wilder-
ness that stirs in the forest, in the jungles, in
the hearts of wild men” (Conrad 1973, 9). As
the wildest of the wild, the shaman was a focal
point of colonial fear and fascination. Despite
colonial policies of opposition, European set-
tlers on colonial frontiers were known to con-
sult indigenous shamans for healing or divina-
tion, although these intercultural exchanges
have been largely neglected in the history of
shamanism.

Today, they still consult. For many scholars
in the academic study of religion, following
Mircea Eliade’s classic text, Shamanism, the
shaman exemplifies premodern religious experi-
ence, cultivated by “archaic techniques of ec-
stasy,” a spirituality however that has been ir-
recoverably lost in modernity (Eliade 1989).
For enthusiasts of New Age spirituality, includ-
ing self-proclaimed “white shamans” in the
United States, the shaman exemplifies post-
modern religious experience, available to any-
one, anywhere (Noel 1997). By signing up for
guided shamanic tours, which take spiritual
tourists to meet with shamans in Siberia,
Africa, or the Amazon, anyone can be initiated
into the wild spirituality of the shaman. Be-
tween the premodern and the postmodern, the
realities of colonialism anchored the religious
practices of shamans within specific relations of
meaning and power. Acting on behalf of a com-
munity, even when that community was dis-
placed and dispossessed, shamans developed
new religious strategies, not only for preserving
archaic techniques of ecstasy, but also for exer-
cising new capacities for memory, concealment,
performance, translation, and transformation
in negotiating indigenous religious survival un-
der difficult colonial conditions.

David Chidester

See also: Buddhism and Shamanism; Buryat
Shamanism; Central and South American

Shamanism; Chinese Shamanism, Classical;
Ethnocentrism and Shamanism; Sakha
Shamanism; Siberian Shamanism
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CORE SHAMANISM AND
NEO-SHAMANISM

For centuries, both in Europe and North
America, people have been on spiritual quests
for meaning, transcendence, and healing. This
search has become more intensive at various
times in history, and the modern mystical
movement (Townsend 1988) of the late twenti-
eth and early twenty-first centuries is one of the
most recent examples.

Within the mystical movement there are two
forms. In group movements people are subject
to that group’s doctrine; individualist move-
ments are structured as fluid networks—indi-
viduals create their own meanings based on a
variety of sources (Townsend 1999a, 224).
Modern individualist movements include the
following broad categories:

1. New Age, which emphasizes such things
as trance channeling, tarot, reincarnation
beliefs, and astrology

2. Neopaganism, positive witchcraft, Wicca,
Goddess religion, and groups that focus
on the earth as a living organism
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3. Modern shamanic spirituality, consisting
of Core Shamanism and Neo-Shamanism

Those who practice Core and Neo-Shaman-
ism object strongly to being included within a
generic New Age category. Although some
practitioners, especially of Neo-Shamanism, do
overlap with Neo-paganism and occasionally
with New Age, to include them as merely one
subset of a larger category seriously obscures
the uniqueness of these explorations.

Core and Neo-Shamanism are especially ap-
pealing for people on quests for transcendence
and healing because they offer the potential for
direct contact with the spirit world. At least
part of their inspiration is drawn from “tradi-
tional shamanism,” a term used here to desig-
nate shamanism practiced in a society over a
long period of time and considered a continu-
ous cultural presence (Hoppdl 2000, 89). Tra-
ditional shamanism can be observed among
some indigenous societies in various areas of
the world, particularly the Arctic and Subarctic,
North America, and Asia; it occurs within a va-
riety of cultures and belief systems. (For a de-
tailed discussion of traditional shamanism see
Townsend 1997a). Consequently adaptation of
aspects of shamanism into Core or Neo-
Shamanism by people within modern Western
belief systems is a comparatively simple matter
(Brunton 1999, 233; Harner 1980; Townsend
1988).

Belief System

The belief systems of Core Shamanism and
parts of Neo-Shamanism are similar. Their para-
digms maintain that sentience and intercon-
nectedness permeate the universe. Like tradi-
tional shamans, Core and Neo-Shamans believe
that there are two realities: the ordinary material
reality of conscious, waking life and alternate
(nonordinary, or spiritual) reality, which is peo-
pled by spirits, souls of the dead, deities, tran-
scendent powers, and other entities. Usually al-
ternate reality is conceived of as having three
layers: the Lower World, the Middle World
(which occupies the same space as ordinary real-
ity), and the Upper World. By entering an al-
tered state of consciousness one can travel in al-
ternate reality to various levels of the spirit
world to gain knowledge and help and healing
for people in the material world. Further, what
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happens in alternate reality can affect material
reality (Townsend 1988; 1997a, 437).

Very important in addressing Core and Neo-
Shamanism is the fundamental epistemological
quandary dealing with questions of the source
of misfortune (and evil, if such exists), death
and the afterlife (if there is one), and the nature
of reality: whether there are deities and spirits
separate from the individual, or whether the in-
dividual is part of an undifferentiated oneness.
These crucial questions underlie many of the
beliefs and actions within the movement.

Traditional shamanism is clearly dualistic,
though it has animistic elements, as well a be-
lief in interconnectedness at some level. Hu-
mans, deities, and spirits are independent enti-
ties, and their relationships with each other
often reflect worldly social interactions. Those
relationships can sometimes be seen as a cosmic
battle with evil in the form of dangerous spirits
and witches. Core Shamanism, which is also
dualistic in the sense that spirit and matter are
distinct, does not stress the good/evil di-
chotomy of traditional shamanism, although
that dichotomy is present. The emphasis in
Core Shamanism is on helping and protecting
one’s self and others. One of the prime rules is
not to use shamanic knowledge to attack or
harm others; that is sorcery and is forbidden. In
advanced Core Shamanism, ways to guard
against intentionally or unintentionally caused
dangers are addressed.

This dualistic perspective contrasts with
much of Neo-Shamanism, Neopaganism, and
New Age, all of which have monistic or pan-
theistic approaches to reality. The universe is
usually conceived of as friendly or benign; there
is no dichotomy between good and evil. An-
other aspect of the contrast of traditional
shamanism and Core Shamanism with Neo-
Shamanism, Neo-Paganism, and New Age is
epistemological. It concerns the source of au-
thority. For traditional shamanism and Core
Shamanism, knowledge and direction come
from spirits. For the others, knowledge and di-
rection come from “within,” from one’s higher
self, inner voice, or inner wisdom. It should be
noted, however, that within Neo-Shamanism,
Neopaganism, and New Age there is a range of
beliefs on these matters. In keeping with the in-
dividualistic stance, one’s personal epistemol-
ogy may vary to some extent from generally
held positions.

History

The two primary catalysts for modern
shamanic spirituality are Carlos Castaneda and
Michael Harner. Beginning in 1968, Castaneda
wrote a series of books describing the beliefs
and the magical practices of Don Juan, suppos-
edly a Yaqui (of northern Mexico) brujo (sor-
cerer or witch). Particularly fascinating to read-
ers were Don Juan’s journeys into alternate
reality. Although the validity and authenticity
of Don Juan and his adventures have come un-
der severe questioning, and most knowledge-
able people feel that Don Juan was a figment of
Castaneda’s creative imagination, his works still
make an impact on the Neo-Shamanism seg-
ment of modern shamanic spirituality.

Michael Harner is a professional anthropolo-
gist who conducted extensive research in
shamanism and other aspects of the Conibo
and Shuar (Jivaro) cultures of Amazonia in the
late 1950s and 1960s and undertook further re-
search among other societies that had shamans.
He began to give workshops in Core Shaman-
ism in the mid-1970s and published his defini-
tive Way of the Shaman in 1980.

It was not long before a range of so-called
teachers, medicine men, ersatz shamans, and
others who supposedly had esoteric shamanic
knowledge began to offer their versions of the
new shamanism. Still, Core and Neo-Shaman-
ism are the main forms of modern shamanic
spirituality.

Both forms are leaderless, in the sense that
there is no ongoing controlling presence of an
individual; no one is a “guru” who dictates
what one can or cannot do or believe. There are
a few minor organizational structures around
an individual who has created a specific
method or ritual system (for example, Brant Se-
cunda’s Dance of the Deer Foundation and
Michael Harner’s Foundation for Shamanic
Studies, mentioned below), but they are very
limited in their controlling ability. Leaders in
this movement are for the most part simply
knowledgeable people who organize and teach
workshops, lead pilgrimages, and help perpetu-
ate the broad general character of the version of
the movement they support.

Core Shamanism is a conservative, purist ap-
proach to shamanism. Neo-Shamanism uses
metaphorical images and idealized concepts of
shamanism, which are often joined with beliefs
and diverse rituals that have little to do with tra-



ditional shamanism. There are some areas of
overlap between the two forms, but their foci
are distinct. The leaders of Core and Neo-
Shamanism work within their own system.
Seekers are often more versatile (Townsend ms).

Core Shamanism

Michael Harner is the creator and remains the
prime mover of Core Shamanism. It is an expe-
riential method based on his ethnographic re-
search, a method that distills the core elements
that have real time depth and are found in tra-
ditional shamanism cross-culturally. It creates
no additional mythology or theology, nor does
it incorporate specific beliefs, ceremonials, or
other aspects of any indigenous people’s cul-
ture, although specific ethnographic examples
may be referred to as illustrations in teaching
(Conton 2000; Harner 1980; Townsend
1999a, 1999b, ms). Consequently, it should
not be accused of stealing the spiritual tradi-
tions of indigenous peoples. The method is
taught in workshops given by Harner or those
certified by him; the workshops teach both in-
troductory and advanced methods.

The basis of Core Shamanism is the journey
into alternate reality, through the stimulus of
drumming. Drum beats vary between about
205 and 220 beats per minute according to the
needs of the journeyer (Harner 1980). Hallu-
cinogens are never used, and it is this drug-free
aspect of attaining an altered state of conscious-
ness that has made the method especially ap-
pealing. In alternate reality journeyers can con-
tact their helping spirits as well as other spirits
and the dead, explore the reaches of alternate
reality, gain knowledge, and heal others with
the assistance of spirits. Traditional shamans’
power, and the power of shamans trained in
this method, lies in the ability to contact spirits
and enlist those spirits to help them accomplish
their goals (Townsend 1999b, 115).

Harner eschews becoming an authoritative
guru and encourages seckers to discover their
own paths through journeying and to learn
what lies in alternate reality from the spirits
(Townsend 1999b). The real teachers are those
in alternate reality; he provides only a method
of contacting them. For the conscientious Core
Shamanism student, this approach provides a
freedom to learn directly from spirits. At the
same time, it opens up a freedom to diverge
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from the pure Core Shamanism method and
incorporate unrelated systems.

The journey differs from other methods of
altering one’s state of consciousness. Loud
thythmic drumming strongly contrasts with
quiet meditation, guided imagery, or chanting.
Both Core Shamanism and traditional shaman-
ism stress the reality of alternate reality and see-
ing in that reality. Meditation and other meth-
ods usually consider visions as some form of
illusion or as originating in the mind of the
seeker rather than actually existing in any alter-
nate reality. There is considerably more interac-
tion with spirits in Core and traditional
shamanism. In meditative systems, if spirit illu-
sions are dealt with at all they are considered
unimportant or a nuisance (Townsend ms).
Leilani Lewis (1991, 3; also Grimaldi 1997,
4-9) observes that the journeyer sets the objec-
tive of the journey; the journeyer is not guided
or “pre-programmed” by an instructor. The
teachers one meets in alternate reality are actual
spirits, not one’s “inner self.”

As in traditional shamanism, the belief is that
illness is caused by the loss of a spirit helper
(such a helper being essential if one is to sur-
vive), by soul loss, or by spirit intrusion. It is the
healer’s job to travel to alternate reality to re-
trieve the patient’s spirit helper or lost soul and
return it. If the problem is intrusion, the healer
must go into alternate reality in order to deter-
mine the cause and then remove it, usually by
the traditional shamanic method of sucking out
the object and disposing of it. Core Shamanism
and traditional healing techniques require con-
siderable effort and focus (Harner 1973, 1980;
Grimaldi 1997; Townsend 1997a).

In 1985 Harner established a nonprofit edu-
cational Foundation for Shamanic Studies.
With proceeds from workshops and member-
ships, the foundation sponsors basic and ap-
plied shamanic research in areas where tradi-
tional shamanism is threatened. The goals are
to salvage shamanic knowledge before it disap-
pears, and where possible assist existing
shamans in the preservation of their traditions.
With regard to the latter, some shamans in
Siberian, Native American, Inuit, Saami
(Lapps), Nepalese and other societies have peti-
tioned the foundation to help them to regain
and perpetuate their systems. While it is un-
likely that lost or fading traditions can be re-
gained in their entirety, reviving and develop-
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ing what remains can also contribute to a resur-
gence of ethnic pride and meaning (Townsend
1999a, ms).

While active face-to-face “groups” are not a
formal part of Core Shamanism, small drum-
ming circles do exist almost anywhere Core
Shamanism is taught. These groups are au-
tonomous, and although they are sanctioned
and encouraged by Harner and his foundation,
the foundation does not control them. People
who have taken at least the introductory course
may meet weekly or once or twice a month for
journeying using drums and for healing. Some
have considerable time depth, having been ac-
tive for a decade. In 2000, foundation-recog-
nized drumming circles existed in thirty states
in the United States, with the east and west
coasts having the largest number. Drumming
circles also existed in six Canadian provinces,
Argentina, Belgium, Denmark, England, Fin-
land, France, Netherlands, Scotland, Sweden,
Japan, Australia, and New Zealand (Conton
2000; Shamanism 2000: 94-96). In the Ger-
manic countries in 2001 there were fifteen to
twenty drumming circles in Austria, ten in
Germany, and fifteen in Switzerland (Harner,
personal communication, August 2, 2001).

Some people take Core Shamanism work-
shops and remain completely within that sys-
tem. Others also become involved in diverse ac-
tivities and move toward some version of
Neo-Shamanism or Neopaganism. In that case
the Core Shamanism method then becomes
merely one of many elements employed

(Townsend 1999a, 225).

Neo-Shamanism

The amorphous, eclectic nature of Neo-
Shamanism makes it difficult to characterize. In
contrast with Core Shamanism, there is more
emphasis on rituals, other often nonshamanic
activities, and a tendency to incorporate aspects
of Neo-paganism and aspects of New Age. Au-
thoritative sources are diffuse. Castaneda never
taught, except to a small group near the end of
his life, but many have been influenced by his
books. Other sources of inspiration are work-
shops, the Internet, and a plethora of literature.
Although Neo-Shamanism draws from some
traditional shamanism, it emphasizes Western
idealized and metaphorical images of the
shaman as an all-wise hierophant, a mystic, a

guardian of the earth. The shaman exists within
a broader idealized unchanging “primitive” or
“native” ethos. These important symbols, “na-
ture,” the “native,” and the “primitive,” exist
within the old ideology of romanticism, which
encourages searching for spiritual guidelines
among indigenous peoples, especially Native
North Americans (Townsend 1999a, 228; ms).
In contrast to practitioners of Core Shaman-
ism, Neo-Shamans tend to rely on calling spir-
its to them rather than undertaking journeys to
spirits in the spirit world. This approach re-
flects Neo-Shamanism’s greater involvement
with real or assumed Native American cultural
systems. Healing of one’s self or others may be
undertaken. Healers may use rituals or other
techniques in addition to or instead of traveling
into alternate reality.

A variety of pseudoindigenous “shamans,”
“medicine men,” and others claiming access to
esoteric knowledge have become more active
recently, conducting workshops or giving talks.
Another recent prominent feature is the pil-
grimage in which a group of seckers is led to
“points of power” or native villages. There they
perform “shamanic” rituals, hoping to gain
more spiritual empowerment and perhaps get
in touch with their “heart’s spirit.” Some of
these activities take on an element of New Age
practice. Pilgrimage destinations include
Mount Shasta in California, the southwest
United States, Mexico, Hawaii, China, Tibet,
Nepal, Alaska, and southern France.

Related to the pilgrimage is the use of psy-
choactive compounds to induce altered states.
Recently some Neo-Shamans have begun to
travel to the Amazonian area, either on their
own or as part of a pilgrimage led by someone
claiming to be a shaman. There they experi-
ment with various hallucinogens, including
ayahuasca (yajé), amanita muscaria mush-
rooms, and San Pedro cactus. Concerns have
been expressed regarding the dangers of the un-
informed use of such drugs, particularly in the
hands of ersatz shamans (Townsend 1999a,
228-229; see the journal called Shamans Drum
for papers addressing the phenomenon).

Modern Shamanic Spirituality

Modern shamanic spirituality as a whole is a
democratic movement; authority is vested in
each individual because sacred knowledge is



held to be experiential, not doctrinal. Individu-
als can create personal belief systems based on
information gained from spirits during jour-
neys and from workshops, literature, and other
sources. In a movement such as modern
shamanic spirituality, it would be almost im-
possible to limit access to sacred knowledge be-
cause of the variety of media and network in-
formation systems available, the individualistic
nature of the movement, and the fluid relation-
ships between leaders and seckers (Townsend
1999b, 117).

There is a continuum in modern shamanic
spirituality from the deeply sincere to the dab-
bler who searches for the newest esoteric fad.
“Traditionalists” adhere to Core Shamanism
with minimal additions. “Modernists” blend
Core and Neo-Shamanism, some elements of
traditional shamanism, and additions from
other healing and spiritual practitioners.
Rather than trying to follow traditional
shamanic systems closely, modernists focus on
applying an idealized, often invented, form of
shamanism to daily life and to psychotherapy.
At the far end of the continuum, “Eclectics,”
the more extreme segment of Neo-Shamanism,
glorify the idealized “native” and “shaman” and
integrate a range of unrelated, often invented
rituals and beliefs not related to shamanism
such as chakras, astrology, and crystal healing.
Some eclectics consider themselves to be
shamans; some, such as artists or other “cre-
ative” individuals, suddenly realize they are
shamans, although they were not previously
aware of it. Included in the eclectics are the
“wanna-bes”—those who “want to be” In-
dian—who try to involve themselves in indige-
nous cultures, enjoy dressing up like idealized
Indians, and take on pseudo-Indian names
such as Running Fawn or Brave Wolf. These
practices raise the ire of the native people.
These last two types may also include aspects
of Neopaganism in their world view
(Townsend 1999a, 225; ms).

Nonviolent nativistic, eschatological, apoca-
lyptic, and millennial themes (Townsend 1984)
appear in modern shamanic spirituality, as they
do in Neopaganism. Humans and the earth are
in grave danger. This is partly due to the West’s
loss of transcendent awareness and loss of con-
nection with nature and the spirit world. These
crises must be dealt with quickly, or there will
be a catastrophe. “Shamanic cultures” have re-
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tained this connection and are the keepers of
the mystical knowledge that will prevent catas-
trophe and create a saner world. Part of the
mission of modern shamanic spirituality is to
prevent the world’s destruction by rekindling
the lost spiritual awareness. This mission entails
learning from indigenous people and carrying
on activities in the spirit world that will save
our material world (Townsend 1999b, 116—
117; ms). The current global warming fears
and other environmental problems have added
fuel to this concern.

Spread of Core and Neo-Shamanism

In the past people who held beliefs that devi-
ated from the accepted norm gave up their be-
liefs, kept quiet, or were ostracized. They
might retain their beliefs if they found others
nearby who shared them. Today there is more
openness to deviant beliefs, and face-to-face
verification of beliefs is not necessary. Modern
shamanic spirituality is a fluid network. One
can gain access to new beliefs, to a virtual com-
munity, and to belief verification through a
plethora of books, magazines, specialty book-
stores, radio and television programs, work-
shops, pilgrimages, and most recently and im-
portantly, the Internet. Web sites provide
information, chat groups, e-mail, and lists to
which one subscribes in order to discuss rele-
vant issues, rather than simply being on the re-
ceiving end. Strong cyber-friendships are
sometimes formed. The Internet reaches
throughout the world, and so supports the
globalization of the movement, which appears
to be expanding exponentially (Townsend
1997b). Although the development of both
Core and Neo-Shamanism seems to have ini-
tially stemmed from North America, as a result
of all these factors they have rapidly spread
through much of the First World.

In Europe, especially in Germany, a form of
“Scientific Neopaganism” and Nordic pagan re-
vivalism has been evident since at least the
1920s (Poewe 1999). In the last thirty years,
partly from a desire to find a spiritual heritage
in one’s own culture and partly because of in-
digenous people’s anger at real or assumed
usurping of their traditions, there has been a
rise in the search for European shamanic tradi-
tions, notably Nordic and, most recently,

Celtic.
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Harner began his European teaching of Core
Shamanism in Germany in 1978 and contin-
ued his personal activities there until 1985.
Core Shamanism actively continues in the Ger-
manic countries today (Harner, personal com-
munication, August 2, 2001).

During the middle 1980s some people
claiming to be North American Native
shamans or medicine men of various kinds
traveled in Europe professing to teach “Native
American wisdom.” The alleged medicine man,
Rolling Thunder, who claimed to be Shoshone
or Cherokee, held a seminar there. Another er-
satz spiritual leader, Harley SwiftDeer (suppos-
edly of Cherokee and Irish heritage) who came
to Europe about 1984, seems to have devel-
oped a particularly large following, which has
continued through 1997 (Kehoe 1990, 201;
Lindquist 1997, 25-48). These people pur-
veyed pseudo-Native American rituals such as
sweet grass, the Sun Dance, and other con-
glomerations of pieces of Native American ritu-
als and newly invented ones.

In Scandinavia, especially Sweden, the desire
to integrate Nordic shamanism with Core and
Neo-Shamanism has been especially strong.
The Swedish Association for Nordic Shaman-
ism—Yggdrasil (world tree)—was created in
the mid-1970s and has published its magazine
Gimle since 1976. The first issue briefly com-
mented on a Nordic kind of shamanism and
gave a complete list of Castaneda’s books. Early
issues also included information on non-
shamanic traditions, including Druidism, the
Arthurian legend, Hinduism, Yoga, and Tantra.
In 1982 Yggdrasil became more directly associ-
ated with Nordic shamanism, especially the
Nordic seid, or sejd, a séance used for divination
and problem solving. No journeys to alternate
reality were undertaken until Michael Harner
visited in 1983 (Lindquist 1997, 23, 29-31,
131-174). In 1986 his representative in Den-
mark, Jonathan Horwitz, began teaching and
has been particularly influential. In 1993 Hor-
witzs association with Harner was severed, and
he has continued to teach on his own
(Lindquist 1997; Harner personal communica-
tion, August 2, 2001). Presumably he still ad-
heres to much of Core Shamanism.

Core and Neo-Shamanism manifest differ-
ently in Europe than in North America.
Boundaries between the two seem blurred in
Europe. Some take Core Shamanism work-

shops and continue within that movement, but
it appears that there is a greater tendency in Eu-
rope to combine Neo-Shamanic systems,
Nordic or Celtic “shamanism,” and Neopagan-
ism. Then the blend is lumped under the
rubric of Neo-Shamanism. Of course, there is a
strong feeling among the North American
Core-shaman participants (and especially
Michael Harner) that there are major distinc-
tions to be drawn; Core shamans do not want
to be classed with the larger, more amorphous
Neo-Shaman movement or other spiritual
forms in North America or in Europe.

One of the distinctions between North
American and European, particularly Swedish,
activities is the greater degree of face-to-face in-
teraction in the latter. In North America, Core
shamans tend to work independently or to par-
ticipate in small drumming circles, usually of
about eight or ten, discussed above. In Sweden,
however, there seems to be a tendency to form
some more formal groups.

For most Swedes, Core Shamanism, particu-
larly the journey, is one of the tools used; then
rituals are added, including annual Nordic cele-
brations and practices presumed to be Native
North American, such as sweat lodges, sun
dances, vision quests, and so on. The practi-
tioners join with others to create local commu-
nities and establish sacred localities within a lo-
cal shamanic cultural milieu (Lindquist 1997;
Harner personal communication, May 17,
2001). Harner agrees that it is likely that the
Scandinavian version of shamanism is not pure
Core Shamanism as he teaches it but is a merg-
ing of Nordic mythology and rituals with some
input from the itinerant alleged Native North
American medicine men who traveled in Eu-
rope (Harner personal communication, August
2,2001).

Unfortunately the ersatz teachers of “authen-
tic” Native American shamanism and their rit-
ual and belief systems have made a major im-
pression on not only Europeans but also North
Americans. This influence has created tremen-
dous anger among many Native Americans.
Further, some of these inventions have found
their way back to Native people, who at times
take them to be “real,” “traditional” Native
spirituality with considerable time depth.
There is a danger that these inventions may be-
come fixed in the literature as valid ancient tra-
ditional Native spirituality rather than recent



inventions, a few of which may hold some
value for the Native people (Townsend 1999a).

Globalization

U.S. citizens still make up the majority of prac-
titioners of shamanic spirituality, although pre-
cise numbers are almost impossible to obtain.
Membership lists of the Foundation for
Shamanic Studies may give some idea of the
numbers of those in various geographical areas
who are deeply involved. Of a total of 1,696 in-
dividuals who volunteered to allow their names
to be listed on the 1994 membership list, 86
percent were Americans and 13 percent were
from the rest of the world (Canada, Mexico
and Central America, South America, Europe,
Middle FEast, Asia, Australia, and New
Zealand). A tentative estimate based on a small
sample from one shamanism Internet list,
which draws from Neoshamans as well as Core
shamans, indicates that non-Americans repre-
sent about 25-28 percent of the active list par-
ticipants. The total number of subscribers to
the Internet list (both participants and lurkers)
is difficult to ascertain. Those who actively par-
ticipate are probably only a fraction of those
who subscribe to the list. Where nationality
could be determined, countries represented on
the list were the United States, Canada, Nor-
way, Denmark, Finland, Britain, Russia, Portu-
gal, Australia, South Africa, Brazil, and Ar-
gentina. There are many other lists, chat
rooms, and Internet sites, so these figures are
only a very gross approximation (Townsend
1997b). Lindquist’s (1997, 288) guess is that
there are perhaps between 200 and 300 people
in Sweden with some involvement in what she
calls Neo-Shamanism.

The globalization of shamanic spirituality is
limited primarily to middle-class people of First
World countries. Those who are not financially
well-off, wherever they are, have little or no ac-
cess to individualist or group new religious
movements. Several factors restrict the involve-
ment. Workshops do cost money, and English
is the main language for written materials and
the Internet. The Internet is expensive and not
always available to people in Third and Fourth
World countries. Globalization of belief sys-
tems is still a phenomenon of the economically
well-off and residents of the First World
(Townsend 1997b).
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The Future of Core and Neo-Shamanism
There are threats to the survival of both Core
and Neo-Shamanism. As more and more
people become involved throughout the world
there is the danger that there will be more
grafting of beliefs and rituals that are borrowed
from other systems or invented outright. An-
other threat to the movement is the propensity
of some practitioners of Neo-Shamanism to
put forth as authentic ancient traditional beliefs
and rituals of Native Americans and other in-
digenous people that are in fact recently in-
vented and miscellaneous fragments of systems;
this deception is practiced for notoriety and
profit by a few ersatz spiritual leaders. When
seekers begin to realize the shallowness of some
of these leaders and their practices, it may jeop-
ardize the movement as a whole.

Modern individualist movements have been
heavily criticized by both laymen and academ-
ics as examples of the shallowness and superfi-
ciality of today’s supermarket society, which
expects instant answers for profound epis-
temological questions and practices that require
little effort. Although this assessment may be
true in some cases, for the most part it is an un-
fair evaluation. Those who are involved in the
individualist movements as a whole, especially
shamanic spirituality and Neopaganism, are
mature, middle-class, well-educated people,
who may have families, and often are in posi-
tions of influence or power in society. These are
the people who have the potential to bring
about social change as well as changes in belief
systems. There is a strong possibility that the
leaderless individualist movement will persist
and spread, at least in Western society, and be-
come a catalyst for social and religious change
much more powerful than any organized new
religious movement can be. This development
was predicted at the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury by Ernst Troeltsch (1931). That it is be-
coming a global phenomenon among First
World countries is already clear (Townsend
1988, 73, 81; 1997b; 1999b, 117-118).

Importantly, Core and Neo-Shamanism pro-
vide the potential for transcendent experiences.
The experiential element can have a much
more profound effect—a true knowing—on
those seeking answers than detached intellectu-
alizing or hearing about the experiences of oth-
ers (Townsend 1988, 82). Finally, shamanic
spirituality may represent a practical or folk re-
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ligion that focuses on producing important and
desired transformations in people’s lives. The
consequence for people involved is the critical
element, rather than what the belief system as-
serts (Buchdahl 1977; Carter 1996; Townsend
1999a, 226).

Joan B. Townsend
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COSTUME, SHAMAN

Shamans in many cultures do not wear specific
costumes as part of their ceremonial attire, al-
though they may wear traditional tribal regalia,
westernized dress, individual symbolic items
such as masks, headdresses, rattles, or neck-
laces, or any combination of the above. How-
ever, highly specialized complete costumes for
shamans exist in many of the parts of East Asia,
where traditional shamanic practitioners have
long used complete costumes as an important
part of assisting, controlling, and expressing the
ecstatic journey. Shamanic costumes in these
instances are more than mere regalia to indicate
tribal affiliation or office, and more than reli-
gious vestments that subsume the identity of
the wearer into a mere representative of a reli-
gion. They are actively powerful magical tools
in their own right, capable of assisting the
shaman to complete a total internal and exter-
nal transformation. The relationship between

COSTUME, SHAMAN 57

the shaman and these specialized garments is
closest to that which an actor in performance
has with the expressive and transforming dress
of theatrical costume, where the performer as-
sumes another personality or acquires other
personal attributes by the process of donning
the costume and expressing the character of the
being the costume represents.

In the practice still current today, a female
Korean shaman (known as a mansin, or mu-
dang) will, when conducting a kur (séance),
don a series of robes, hats, and vests that are
representative of the spirits of the ancestors she
is possessed by in turn. All these spirit clothes
are worn over the mansin’s main clothing, usu-
ally male in style, excepting in the rare case of a
male shaman (paksu), who wears female base
clothing (Covel 1983, 97). In both cases the
base dress assists the shaman to subsume the
identities of both sexes into one, encouraging
spirits of both genders to possess the medium
while in the ecstatic state.

As each spirit speaks, dances, or acts out
through the mansin, she switches garments,
since the spirits are thought to inhabit the
robes. Certain outfits are associated with partic-
ular types of ancestor spirits, and the mansin’s
voice, demeanor, and attitude change to reflect
these spirit’s characters as she dons their dress.
Spirits of great kings, generals, magistrates,
mountain gods, and other regal spirits wear
wide-sleeved red robes and tall hats (Kendall
1985, 6). A blue vest and broad-brimmed black
hat will indicate a greedy government official,
who is comically greedy even in the afterlife
(Kendall 1985, 8). A yellow robe may be for a
demanding spirit grandmother, while a yellow
blouse and red skirt belong to a princess or
maiden who is angry because she died before
marriage or before having a child. Children
who died before they became adults cry and de-
mand sweets, and are indicated by tying a
child’s robes to the belt of the medium. Many
other sorts of spirits are also indicated by tradi-
tional garments appropriate to their status dur-
ing life. These spirit robes and headdresses are
stored in the mansin’s shrine, and a mansin’s
patrons who wish a particular spirit’s protection
for their family will bring offerings of food,
cloth, or money to the shrine as offerings to the
spirits. A woman wishing particular attention
for her family from a spirit may even give the
spirit a new or a finer robe on which she em-
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A Tibetan shaman sports a colorful headdress worn during shamanic séance. Tashiparkhel Tibetan
camp, Pokhara, Nepal, 1989. (Alison Wright/Corbis)

broiders her name, or a spirit during the perfor-
mance of the kut may demand such a robe in
order to agree to intercede in human affairs
(Kendall 1985, 134-135).

Siberian shaman costumes are quite different
from this, and most typically consist of a single
highly embellished outfit that has many magical
attributes that assist the shaman to contact help-
ful spirits, ward away evil ones, and safely make
journeys to and from other worlds. Much has
been written of Siberian shaman costumes since
they first caught the imagination of Russian and
European observers in the eighteenth century,
and many examples of nineteenth- and twenti-
eth-century costumes survive in museum collec-
tions around the world, but what is perhaps
most notable about them is that no two are ever
closely alike, as each was the creation of the in-
dividual shaman who wore it (Hutton 2001,
80-81). This was true when Johann-Gottlieb
Georgi first tried to draw the dress of the inhab-
itants of Russia in 1776, and found that he had
to illustrate eight completely different styles of

shaman’s costumes to show what he had seen in
just a few regions (Flaherty 1992, 75). As in Ko-
rea, shaman clothing among the Siberian groups
of Yukagir, Koryak, Itelmen, and Evenk had at-
tributes of the clothing of the opposite sex
(Serov 1988, 248-249), but unlike in Korea
this was not a hard and fast rule, but a matter of
local custom and individual inspiration.
Higher-level shamans in the Nganasan and
Karagas Regions sometimes had multiple cos-
tumes dedicated to various types of rituals, with
more dangerous rituals requiring more elaborate
costumes for protection, but again, the dress re-
quired for each level was not standardized in
any way.

Certain symbols and attachments, such as
fringes, mirrors, bells and other metal orna-
ments, skeletal markings, and others, reoccur
on many different costumes from a broad range
of locations, but the meanings and powers as-
cribed to them vary considerably, not only
from location to location, but from shaman to
shaman. The probable reason for this is that



while making the costume is part of the
shaman’s apprenticeship, it is also a continuing
work throughout the shaman’s life. If the
shaman has a mentor, or an ancestor who was a
shaman, the mentor may give direction to the
student on how to begin making the costume,
or the ancestor may have bequeathed metal or-
naments to the family (Dolgikh 1978, 70, 73).
These influences help to continue traditions
that often make costumes produced in certain
areas have many similar features. However, the
shamans also seck for ideas directly from the
spirits who help them, and many costume fea-
tures are intended to physically represent attrib-
utes of animals that the shaman has been al-
lowed by his animal spirits to acquire for use in
the other worlds. Shamans in these cultures are
said to gain power through the process of mak-
ing and wearing the costume, and the reverse is
also true: There is a recorded incident in the
eighteenth century of a Tungus shaman who
lost all his powers after a group of professors
from the West stole his costume (Flaherty
1992, 73).

Typical metal attachments may include iron
“antlers” affixed to the body of the garment, or,
more usually, to the headdress. In images from
the eighteenth century, these sometimes appear
to have been made from actual antlers. Other
headdresses have stylized hornlike decorations
of stuffed leather, feathers and fur, which ap-
pear to echo the antler motif; still others omit
the horns entirely. Yenissei shamans explained
that the antlers on their costumes signify a rela-
tion to a deer spirit who helps one run swiftly
in the Underworld (Lommel 1967, 108); others
equated the deer imagery with an ability to in-
sure good deer hunting. Metal disk “mirrors”
are another common feature found on a major-
ity of Siberian, as well as Mongolian and
Northern Chinese, shaman costumes. The
number of these disks varies considerably, their
placement also varies, and their composition
may be either brass or iron. Nganasan shamans
when interviewed have described them as vari-
ously being there “to break the ice” when going
to the Lower World of the dead (Dolgikh
1978, 70), or more simply being there “for
beauty” (Graceva 1978, 82). In the Goldi cul-
ture of the Amur River the mirror is used to see
wandering spirits and to hold helpful spirits
(Vasttokas 1977, 98). In other regions they are
thought to drive off evil spirits who fear their
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own reflection, or are used like armor to pro-
tect the navel or heart from attack by hostile
spirits.

Most, though not all, costumes are also em-
bellished with many iron amulets that make
noise; they may be in abstract shapes or stylized
forms representing boats, faces, fish, animals,
snakes, breasts, six-fingered hands, or humans.
The earliest Western account of a Siberian
shaman’s headdress in 1557 described the face
as covered by a piece of a shirt of mail, with fish
and animal teeth and small bones hanging on it
(Hutton 2001, 30). Occasionally metal “found
objects” were also included, as is the case with
some garments now in the Kunstkamera Mu-
seum of Anthropology and Ethnography in St.
Petersburg, which have old horse brasses, or, in
another case, an old brass Soviet army button,
added to the mix of metal amulets. Homemade
metal noisemaking cones are also common,
while further south old trade bells are often also
used. Iron amulets are thought to repel hostile
spirits, due to the noise created by the black-
smith during their manufacture (Lommel
1967, 125), as well as the noise they make
while dancing. Bells are equated with living be-
ings who call good spirits with their ringing
(Lommel 1967, 125). Metal plates are also of-
ten attached in a pattern resembling a skeletal
structure, while other garments trace similar
patterns using couched, sacred white throat fur
from the skin of a wild reindeer. Further south,
these patterns are often repeated in stitched-on
patches of fabric. Some have equated the metal
“bones” with the bones of the shaman’s spirit
animal (Lommel 1967, 125), others with the
shaman’s own bones (Vasttokas 1977, 98),
while others have identified it as armor against
evil (Halifax 1982).

Siberian shamans also have many soft at-
tachments to their garments, the most com-
mon being fringes made of fur, leather, fabric
or even beads. Fringe, though it is the broad
term most used to describe these dangling
pieces, conveys an overly generalized meaning;
in fact they are usually individually sewn on
strings, or tassels, or bundles of strings. Very
often these fringes are attached to the head-
piece and used to cover the face, which for the
protection of the shaman must be concealed in
the world of the dead (Lommel 1967, 110). If
a fringe does not cover the face, the face may
be painted black, covered in a limited-vision
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A tribesman from Northern Siberia, a Tungus
Shaman, holding his drum and wearing
traditional costume, ca. 1890.
(Bettmann/Corbis)

mask, or simply covered with a handkerchief
or scrap of cloth to afford the same protection.
Fringes are also frequently attached to the
body garment in great profusion, especially in
the case of shamans whose main animal spirit
is a bird; the fringes on the arms of the gar-
ment allow the wearer to fly to the other world
with the aid of the animal spirit. Fringe strings
of leather or fabric are also used to represent
helper snake spirits, especially by the Tuvan
shamans, and may include tiny carefully sewn
bead eyes on each individual snake of the
fringe (Djakonova 1978, 160-161, 164).
Another typical feature in areas where hallu-
cinogenic mushrooms are used during trance is
a strong back strap, which is sometimes tied to
a tree, or held by an assistant, to symbolically
hold the shaman so that he can be pulled back
to the world of the living, and, on a more prac-
tical level, to hold him up from falling over and
being injured while in the trance state. Whole

pelts of small animals may also be attached, or
bundles of fur from larger animals, as a way of
sympathetically assisting in the hunting of
those animals (Dolgikh 1978, 69, 74), or sym-
bolizing individual animal helper spirits.
Patches of fur or fabric are also sometimes at-
tached in the shape of people, or crosses indi-
cating bird spirits (Serov 1988, 241). The earli-
est complete Siberian shaman’s outfit still
surviving is from the 1780s Tungus people and
is now housed in the Géttingen University Mu-
seum (Flaherty 1992, 170, 171). It has many
small stuffed human dolls with brass face masks
attached, as well as a variety of other amulets
and stuffed objects. Shamans’ garments also
may simply have painted or line-drawn figures
and images: A Goldi shaman dress from the
Amur River region of southern Siberia in 1900
is entirely covered with elaborately drawn im-
ages of the tree of life, humans, animals, plants,
and abstract images, with only a cone bell belt
and a single breast mirror as dimensional acces-
sories (Vasttokas 1977, 98—104).

Further south, where shamanism has been in-
corporated into Mongolian, Chinese, Nepalese,
Tibetan and other Buddhist traditions, shaman
costumes sometimes blend the vestments of
Buddhist priests with some of the elements
seen in Siberian practice, or use these elements
over items of their modern or traditional na-
tional dress. Like all religious practice in the re-
gion, the Chinese Communist government has
tried repressing shamanism, but unlike the So-
viets, there was no great push to record and
document the practice before attempting to
wipe it out. The result is that in these areas lit-
tle has been written on the subject, so most
conclusions must be drawn from limited pho-
tographic evidence. Nepalese shamans working
now wear multiple belts, necklaces, and
baldrics of assorted bells and cowry shells over
the traditional dress of the region, as well as a
special headdress of bundled tail feathers of
mountain pheasants (Hitchcock 1977, 42-48).
Lama-shamans of Tibet and China, where
shamanism has long been incorporated into the
Buddhist religion, wore especially elaborately
decorated priestly vestments, and items like
protective face-covering fringes or flaps, breast
mirror disks, and bell belts. Many of these en-
sembles also had an unexplained feature bor-
rowed from Chinese theater: a series of flags
strapped to the back of the garment, which on
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stage signify a legendary general and his army,
with each flag representing a troop of soldiers
at his command. Like the bundled snake spirits
of the Tuvans, these flags may have represented
armies of good spirits, or like the mansin’s red
robes in Korea, may have been a way for the
shaman to channel a heroic general of the past
to rout out evil spirits in the afterlife, as he
routed out enemy soldiers in life.

Tara Maginnis

See also: Chepang Shamanism; Deer Imagery
and Shamanism; Dramatic Performance in
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CROSS-CULTURAL
PERSPECTIVES ON SHAMANS

The concept of the shaman has been problem-
atic. Central topics of contention are whether
shamanism is specific to particular cultures
(e.g., Paleosiberian), a human universal, or a
widely distributed cross-cultural phenome-
non. Underlying issues are whether the con-
cept of the shaman is strictly emic (related to
specific cultures), or whether shamanism con-
stitutes an etic (transculturally valid) con-
struct. Cross-cultural investigations establish
the etic nature of shamanism and empirically
establish characteristics of shamans. These
studies differentiate shamans from other
shamanistic healers, practitioners who use al-
tered states of consciousness (ASC) in com-
munity rituals involving interaction with spir-
its. The relationship of different types of
shamanistic healers to subsistence patterns
and social and political characteristics pro-
vides evidence of the evolutionary transforma-
tion of a hunter-gatherer shamanism into
other types of healing practitioners.
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Definitional vs. Cross-Cultural
Approaches

Specification of the nature of shamanism has
been problematic because of the lack of system-
atic cross-cultural investigations of shamans
and their characteristics. The term shaman has
been used to refer to a wide range of magico-
religious practitioners, often with the implicit
presumption of shared characteristics. Al-
though some researchers have specified what
they viewed as the characteristics of shamans
(e.g., Eliade 1989; Hultkrantz 1973; Halifax
1979; Townsend 1997), many use the term
without explicating the commonalities or uni-
versals of shamanism. Purported universals of
shamanism are generally based upon a haphaz-
ard synthesis of data from select cultures. Oth-
ers have employed a subjective definitional ap-
proach, specifying the particular characteristics
they consider to define the shaman (e.g., see
Townsend 1997). These arbitrary definitional
approaches cannot establish the characteristics
of a shaman nor address cross-cultural variation
in shamanistic practices. A cross-cultural or
holocultural method is necessary to answer
these questions regarding the universality of
shamans and their characteristics.

A Cross-Cultural Study of Shamanism

An empirical determination of the etic status of
shamans and their characteristics is provided by
a cross-cultural research project on magico-reli-
gious practitioners (Winkelman 1986a, 1992;
see Winkelman and White 1987 for data). This
study was based on a forty-seven-society subset
of the Standard Cross-Cultural Sample, which
is representative of the geographic, social, and
cultural regions of the world, and a time span
of approximately 4,000 years. This study indi-
vidually assessed each of the culturally recog-
nized magico-religious roles, coding data on
117 different practitioner types. Those cultur-
ally recognized positions involving interaction
with supernatural entities or supernatural
power were assessed in terms of several hundred
descriptive variables developed from an emic
perspective, as described in the ethnographic
literature. These covered a wide range of char-
acteristics, including selection and training pro-
cedures, procedures for inducing altered states
of consciousness and characteristics of those

states, sources of power, relationships to spirits,
the social context of and motives for profes-
sional activities, economic and sociopolitical
powers, and various aspects of their healing,
divination, malevolent acts, propitiation, and
other ritual activities.

Statistical analysis of these cross-cultural data
permitted empirical determination of the simi-
larities in practitioners from diverse societies.
These empirical similarities provided a basis for
forming groups representing #ypes of practition-
ers that have cross-cultural validity. A central
question was the existence across societies of
practitioners associated with the classic charac-
teristics of shamanism. Quantitative assessment
of shared characteristics provided the basis for
answering this question, and determining dif-
ferent etic types of practitioners based upon
their similarities (for methods and analysis, see
Winkelman 1986a, 1992). The practitioner
types derived from cluster analyses were sub-
jected to independent validation that revealed
interrelated and distinct types of practitioners.
These empirically derived groups have been la-
beled with commonly used terms: shaman,
shaman/healer, healer, medium, priest, and sor-
cerer/witch.

These cross-cultural findings establish the
etic status of shamans and other types of
magico-religious practitioners. Practitioners
from different societies and different regions of
the world who belong to the same type are
more similar to each other than they are to geo-
graphically more proximate practitioners, in-
cluding other practitioners in the same culture
and region. These findings include an empiri-
cally derived type of magico-religious healers
that possesses the classic characteristics of the
shaman. Some magico-religious practitioners
labeled shamans by ethnographers have charac-
teristics significantly different from those asso-
ciated with the empirically derived type labeled
shamans.

A differentiation of shamanistic practices was
also proposed by Siikala (1978), who character-
ized Siberian shamanism as including four
types: small-group shamans, independent pro-
fessional shamans, clan shamans, and territorial
professional shamans. She postulated the preva-
lence of small-group shamans in highly no-
madic groups and independent professional
shamans in societies without hierarchical con-
trol. Clan and territorial professional shamans
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she saw as occurring in more complex groups.
Winkelman’s cross-cultural study included the
Kazak, a group found in the region where Si-
ikala pointed to the predominance of what she
called territorial professional shamanism. The
practitioner from the Kazak (the bagca) was
not empirically classified as a shaman, but
rather as another type of shamanistic healer, a
medium.

Healing practitioners found in Eurasia, the
Americas, and Africa are more similar to one
another than they are to other magico-religious
practitioners in the same regions. This similar-
ity is more relevant than geographical location
or definitions, and indicates that the term
shaman should be used on the basis of empiri-
cally shared characteristics. Winkelman’s cross-
cultural findings suggest restricting the use of
the term shaman to refer to healers of hunter-
gatherer and other simple societies who are
trained through altered states of consciousness
for healing and divination, as well as sharing
other characteristics discussed below. These
shamans are distinguished from other types of
shamanistic healers (mediums, healers, and
shaman/healers) in more complex societies who
also use altered states of consciousness for heal-
ing, but have different characteristics.

Shamans

Empirical research found the group called
shamans were found in societies around the
world, with the exception of the region around
the Mediterranean; this absence reflects the lack
of hunter-gatherer societies from this region in
the sample. Shamans were found throughout
the world, but survive in only a few places in
modern societies. For example, in the formal
cross-cultural analyses, shamans found in the
modern world included the 'Kung n/um kxoa-
si, the Chukchee ene nilit, and the Jivaro
wishinyu. Societies with shamans are predicted
by nomadic residence patterns and political in-
tegration limited to local community, but not
by diffusion, indicating the role of shaman had
an independent origin in each society. The
healing practitioners empirically clustered in
the group labeled shaman have characteristics
emphasized by Eliade—using ecstasy to inter-
act with the spirit world on behalf of the com-
munity. These shamans are charismatic politi-
cal leaders in hunter-gatherer and simple

pastoral or agricultural societies, where political
integration is limited to the local community.
Shamans’ ecstasy, or altered state of conscious-
ness, is central to their professional training
and activities of divination, prophecy, diagno-
sis, and healing. Shamans also led raiding par-
ties, organized communal hunts, and decided
group movement. Shamans engage in activities
on behalf of a client, but generally with the en-
tire local community (the band) participating.
Shamans also may engage in malevolent magi-
cal acts designed to harm others. They may at-
tack enemies of the group, and they are some-
times suspected of killing patients who died.

Shamans are often from families with a long
history of shamanic practice. In most cultures,
shamans are predominantly males; however,
most cultures also allow females to become
shamans, but typically limit their practice to
before or after childbearing years (Winkelman
1992). The selection of a shaman might result
from the desires of a deceased shamanic relative
who provides spirit allies, but anyone could be-
come a shaman who is selected by the spirits,
undergoes training, and is successful in prac-
tice. Shamans are selected through a variety of
procedures, including involuntary visions, re-
ceiving signs from spirits, and serious illness.
These spontaneous experiences are followed by
deliberately induced altered states of conscious-
ness, during which shamans acquire spirit al-
lies, particularly animal spirits. Animals are
central to shamans’ powers; shamans are be-
lieved to transform themselves into animals and
have them carry out activities.

Shamanic training involves induction of al-
tered states of consciousness and seeking con-
tact with the spirits, often an extension of vi-
sion quest experiences undertaken by the entire
population (or all males) as a part of adult de-
velopment. Shamans’ altered states of con-
sciousness are induced through a variety of pro-
cedures: auditory driving (e.g., drumming and
chanting); fasting and water deprivation; expo-
sure to painful austerities and temperature ex-
tremes; extensive exertion from drumming and
dancing; hallucinogens and other drugs; and
sleep, social, and sensory deprivation. Shamans’
altered states of consciousness are generally la-
beled as involving soul flight and journeys to
the spirit worlds, and they are usually not pos-
sessed by spirits. A characteristic feature of
shamans’ altered states of consciousness is a vi-
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sionary experience during which they contact
the spirit world.

The shamanic ritual was typically an all-
night activity in which the entire community
participated. The shamans’ chanting, singing,
dancing, and enactments brought the commu-
nity into a dramatic encounter with the spirit
world. Central to shamanic therapy is soul re-
covery, which involves soul journeys to do bat-
tle with terrifying spirits to rescue the patient’s
soul. Soul loss has been characterized as the loss
of, or injury to, personal essence, manifested in
disharmony in life and feelings of disconnect-
edness with others (Achterberg 1985). Soul re-
covery restores a sense of identity and emo-
tional well-being, balancing and transforming
self. Therapeutic processes involve community
participation, healing through enhancing social
bonding processes, as well as other symbolic
processes characteristic of the shamanistic heal-
ers (see below). Other aspects of shamanic ther-
apeutics involve removal of afflicting spirits or
objects. A variety of physical healing techniques
are also used: herbs, massage, and cleansings

(Winkelman and Winkelman 1991).

Initiatory Crises, Death-and-Rebirth,

and Psychological Status

Adoption of the shamanic role is often moti-
vated by a psychological crisis, an initiatory
period characterized by illness or insanity pro-
voked by the afflictions of spirits. This crisis
generally leads to a death-and-rebirth experi-
ence involving the dismemberment and recon-
struction of the initiate’s body that imbues
them with powers. It might occur sponta-
neously, during an initiatory crisis, or during an
active engagement in a vision quest. The death-
and-rebirth experience begins with attacks by
spirits, which cause death; this is generally fol-
lowed by descent to the Lower World, where
spirits may destroy the victim’s body, typified
by total dismemberment. The initiate’s body is
then reconstructed with the addition of spirit
allies, which provide power, and the individual
is reborn.

These initiatory experiences and other
shamanic altered states of consciousness have
been characterized as pathological, as manifes-
tations of neurosis, psychosis, hysteria, and
epilepsy. These attributions largely reflect mis-
understandings, although some cultures have

considered these experiences as illness. The dif-
ference is that in the shamanic context, the ex-
pectation is that these experiences are to be re-
solved as a part of professional development.
The shaman’s initiatory crises and death-and-
rebirth experiences are not schizophrenia or
other pathologies (Noll 1983), but a temporary
period of emotional turmoil and psychological
distress.

The shamanic crisis is a period of psycholog-
ical deconstruction manifested in natural sym-
bolic forms of self-reference. The death-and-
rebirth experiences reflect processes of self-
transformation that occur under conditions of
overwhelming stress, resulting in the fragmen-
tation of the conscious ego from the conse-
quences of psychological conflict. Dismember-
ment experiences are autosymbolic images of
the disintegration of one’s own psychological
structures; the inability of the psyche to main-
tain its integrity is experienced symbolically as
death. The rebirth cycle reflects the reforma-
tion of ego and self, a psychological reorganiza-
tion guided by innate drives toward holism
and integration (Laughlin, McManus, and
d’Aquili 1992). Shamanic development in-
volves the ritual and symbolic manipulation of
self and neurological structures to restructure
the ego, attachments, affect, and other psycho-
dynamic processes, providing the basis for in-
dividuation and self-actualization. These
changes produce a new level of identity and
consciousness, a self-transformation at the ba-
sis of the exceptional health of shamans.

Although the shamanic initiatory crises may
involve pathological conditions, the claim that
altered states of consciousness of shamans are in-
herently similar to pathological states is not justi-
fied. Shamanic altered states of consciousness
have significant differences in their voluntary na-
ture and the deliberate actions taken to induce
them, conditions distinct from the involuntary
conditions experienced by persons suffering
from psychopathology. Noll’s (1983) analysis of
shamanic states and schizophrenia reject argu-
ments that shamans manifest pathogenic person-
ality traits of acute schizophrenia. Shamanic al-
tered states of consciousness differ from
schizophrenia in that shamans enter altered
states of consciousness deliberately; they do not
lose their social interaction and communication
skills; and they are able to discriminate between
shamanic experiences and experiences of every-
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day life. The experiential qualities of shamanic
altered states of consciousness also differ sharply
from those of schizophrenia, with shamanic hal-
lucinatory experiences characterized by visual
phenomena and positive affective experiences
and intensification of emotion, directly contrast-
ing with the schizophrenic’s emotional flattening
and auditory hallucinations. Shamans are
healthy rather than psychopathological, though
mediums (see below) may manifest symptoms
indicative of organic abnormalities.

Shamanistic Healers
The hunter-gatherer shamans’ utilization of al-
tered states of consciousness to communicate
with the spirit world on behalf of the commu-
nity and for divination and healing is found in
all societies; however, these activities are associ-
ated with different types of practitioners in
more complex societies. The general term
shamanistic healer has been proposed for these
universally distributed practitioners, who use
altered states of consciousness for training,
healing, and divination (Winkelman 1990).
Different types of shamanistic healers share
characteristics, including aspects of healing in-
volving use of altered states of consciousness,
use of rituals and invocations, and removal of
detrimental effects of spirits and human agents
(e.g., sorcerers) (Winkelman and Winkelman
1991). Shamanistic healing processes share
commonalties in addressing emotional distress.
Shamanistic healers provide assurance, counter-
acting anxiety and its physiological effects.
Their symbolic manipulations can intervene in
stress mechanisms through changing emotional
responses and the balance in the autonomic
nervous system. These symbolic manipulations
also elicit emotions, linking body and mind
through effects on the limbic system.
Shamanistic healing processes elicit commu-
nity support, meeting needs for belonging,
comfort, and bonding with others. Shamanistic
healing practices can also heal emotional prob-
lems by eliciting repressed memories and re-
structuring them, providing opportunities for
social confession and forgiveness, resolving in-
trapsychic and social conflicts, and providing
processes for expression of unconscious con-
cerns. Emotions and unconscious dynamics are
typically manipulated by attributing these
processes to external forces (spirits). Shamanis-

tic healing practices utilize universal aspects of
symbolic healing (Dow 1986). This kind of
healing involves placing the patient’s circum-
stances within the broader context of cultural
mythology and ritually manipulating these rela-
tionships to emotionally transform the patient’s
self and emotions. Ritual manipulations of un-
conscious psychological and physiological
structures enable shamanistic healers to evoke
cognitive and emotional responses that cause
physiological changes. These are achieved by
the manipulation of cultural symbols associated
with autonomic responses and through activi-
ties that cause physiological changes (e.g.,
drumming, fasting).

There are differences in the emotional psy-
chodynamics of shamans and the other groups
included under the general term shamanistic
healers, and psychodynamic differences in soul
journey, possession, and meditation (Winkel-
man 1999). Shamanistic healers also differ with
respect to a variety of other characteristics, in-
cluding their ideologies of illness, the processes
involved in training and healing, the nature
and source of their powers, and their relation-
ships to social institutions. These differences in
shamanistic healers are illustrated in the follow-
ing discussion of shaman/healers, mediums,
and healers.

Shaman/Healers

Practitioners in the formal cross-cultural study
who were classified as shaman/healers included
the Nama Hottentot seer, the Roman sorcerer,
the Kurd dervish, the Japanese ascetic, the Hi-
datsa “bundle holder,” and the Bribri jawa. The
shaman/healers are associated with sedentary
agricultural societies, and are found at all levels
of social stratification and political integration.
This suggests that the adoption of agriculture
and its associated consequences were funda-
mental causes of the transformations of
shamans into shaman/healers. The fundamen-
tal role of agriculture in the transformation of
shamans into other types of shamanistic healers
is further supported by the significant associa-
tion of agricultural societies with the presence
of another form of magico-religious practi-
tioner, the priest (Winkelman 1992). Shaman/
healers are similar to shamans, engaging in
healing and divination for the community, but
they differ from shamans on a number of key
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features. Shaman/healers are not the highest
status individuals in their societies, being
eclipsed by the priests. Shaman/healers also en-
gage in agricultural rituals. Their training in-
volves a professional group that provides in-
struction, ceremonial recognition of formal
status, and organization of professional activi-
ties (Winkelman 1992). Shaman/healers have
specialization in their roles. Different practi-
tioners focused on different types of activities;
for example, some might carry out diagnosis or
agricultural rituals, but not healing, or only
healing specific kinds of illness. Shaman/healers
enter altered states of consciousness and inter-
act with the spirit world, but these generally do
not involve either soul journey or possession.
Shaman/healers” altered states of consciousness
are similar to those experienced during medita-
tion, and are induced by fasting, auditory driv-
ing, social isolation, sleep deprivation, and
other austerities (Winkelman 1986b, 1992,
2000). The sources of their powers include
both spirits and impersonal sources, as well as
rituals and techniques learned from other pro-
fessionals.

Mediums

Mediums are healers and mediators of relations
with the supernatural. Some of the practition-
ers in the cross-cultural study who were empiri-
cally classified as mediums include the Amhara
zar; the Wolof M Deup, or lefohar; the Kazak
baqca; and the Japanese miko, or kyoso. The
work of Lewis (1989) and Goodman (1988)
typifies modern descriptions of characteristics
of mediums.

Although the practitioners classified as medi-
ums are frequently called shamans by investiga-
tors, they have profiles distinct from the empiri-
cally derived characteristics of shamans. For one
thing, they are still quite common. Mediums are
found primarily in agricultural societies with po-
litical integration beyond the local community.
Mediums are predominantly women and are
generally of low social and economic status.
Mediums are not believed to engage in malevo-
lent acts; rather they act against the influences of
sorcerers, witches and evil spirits. They engage in
worship and propitiation of their possessing spir-
its and make sacrifices to them.

Mediums also use altered states of conscious-
ness, which begin as spontaneous possessions

that occur in late adolescence or early adult-
hood. Mediums’ initial episodes of altered states
of consciousness are generally spontaneous and
outside of personal control; these constitute
both an illness and a call to the profession.
These episodes are interpreted as the personality
and volition of the individual being taken over
by a spirit entity (Bourguignon 1976). The al-
tered states of consciousness of mediums are
characterized by central nervous system symp-
toms such as compulsive motor behavior,
tremors, convulsions, seizures, and amnesia.
These characteristics of temporal lobe dis-
charges are not associated with the altered states
of consciousness of shamans or other types of
shamanistic healers (Winkelman 1992).

The training of mediums involves deliberate
induction of altered states of consciousness,
which enables them to gain control over pos-
session episodes. Their professional episodes of
altered states of consciousness are also charac-
terized as involving spirit possession. These al-
tered state of consciousness generally involve
subsequent amnesia, which may also result
from temporal lobe disturbances; it also re-
flects the belief that the medium’s body is con-
trolled by the spirits. These spirits communi-
cate with the clients directly through the
medium’s speech, rather than through an ac-
count of visionary experiences of the kind
given by a shaman.

To summarize, the most significant contrast
between mediums and shamans, apart from the
features of their respective societies, involve
mediums’ lower social and economic status;
control by the spirits; affliction and training oc-
curring later in life (early adulthood); altered
states of consciousness characterized by posses-
sion, amnesia, and convulsions; and agricul-
tural rituals and propitiation.

Mediums (like healers) specialize in treat-
ment of possession illness. The concept of pos-
session involves forces outside one’s self that act
upon the patient’s body and consciousness. The
psychodynamic of possession provides symbolic
mechanisms for externalization of the control
of emotions and attachments. The altered states
of consciousness associated with possession in-
volve dramatic changes in emotions and self,
with the possessing spirits providing opportuni-
ties to engage in alternate selves that express so-
cially prohibited roles and emotions. Possession
manipulates self, emotions, and relations to
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others (Boddy 1994). Possession allows the re-
sponsibility for feelings and behaviors to be dis-
placed from the patient, and instead attributed
to a spirit entity that controls the body and
mind. Possession may shift responsibility for ill-
ness and deviance from self to other, implicat-
ing social relations as causes of disturbance.
Possession consequently allows for indirect in-
fluences and subtly alters power relations, en-
abling transformation of self and others. Posses-
sion affects emotional dynamics by expanding
self-expression and reconstructing identity,
channeling expression of emotions of anxiety,
fear, and desire. Possession changes relations
between individuals and groups through the in-
corporation of spiritual “others” into self.

Healers

Healers are still found around the world in
agricultural societies with political integration
beyond the level of the local community. Prac-
titioners in the cross-cultural study empirically
classified as healers include the Vietnamese
thay, the Igbo oracle, the Kavak 7man, or mo-
lah; the Amhara debtera, and the Fur Islamic
puggee. The study shows that healers are gener-
ally males; have high social and economic sta-
tus; exercise political, legislative, and judicial
powers; and officiate at group ceremonial activ-
ities. Their professional organizations, which
provide costly training and certified initiates,
also wield considerable power, enabling healers
to be full-time specialists. Healers also engage
in specialized diagnosis and healing, but many
seem to altogether lack the activities associated
with altered states of consciousness characteris-
tic of shamans. Altered states of consciousness
may nonetheless be part of the clients’ experi-
ence in their interaction with the healers, with
the structuring of interactions with healers hav-
ing profound effects upon the clients’ con-
sciousness. Their divination procedures use ma-
terial systems, which they interpret within
standard frameworks to make diagnoses (e.g.,
the I Ching and Tarot). Healers’ treatments
emphasize rituals, spells, incantations, formu-
las, and sacrifices. Exorcism was a significant
activity; they also frequently use herbal medi-
cines. Healers engage in life cycle activities—
naming ceremonies, marriage rituals, and fu-
nerals. Healers also have the power to
determine who is a sorcerer or witch, and take

actions against those individuals. Healers are
found in societies with priests, and generally
work in collaboration with them in exercising
political and legislative power.

Healers differ from shamans in their lack of
altered states of consciousness and direct com-
munication with spirits; in their powerful pro-
fessional organizations and formal political
power; in their relations with superior group
spirits and gods; in their use of material and
mechanical systems for divination; and in their
learning of spells, formulas, and ritual enact-
ments for healing.

The Socioeconomic Transformation of
Shamans and Shamanistic Healers
Shamans formed the original basis for spiritual
healing practices in hunting and gathering soci-
eties. These practices were transformed as a
consequence of social evolution. The emer-
gence of sedentary agricultural societies, politi-
cal integration, and class structures had signifi-
cant effects upon the psychobiological
foundations of shamanism, but their origin in
innate brain structures and functions of con-
sciousness assured the persistence of healing
practices based on altered states of conscious-
ness in more complex societies. The persistence
of shamanic potentials can be seen in the
shamanistic healers (mediums, healers, and
shaman/healers), who reflect universal manifes-
tations of the core characteristics of shamanism
postulated by Eliade (1989): the use of altered
states of consciousness in training, healing, and
divination activities; their enactment in a com-
munity context; and their relations with the
spirit world. Differences among shamanistic
healers reflect the adaptation of the psychobio-
logical potentials of altered states of conscious-
ness to different subsistence practices and social
and political conditions. These different social
conditions transformed the manifestation of
shamanic potentials, including types of altered
states of consciousness and spirit relations, se-
lection and training practices, the sources and
nature of their power, their socioeconomic and
political status, illness ideologies, and the na-
ture of their treatments and professional prac-
tices (Winkelman 1990, 1992; Winkelman and
Winkelman 1991).

Siikala proposed the differentiation of
shamanic types as reflecting the effects of the
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Societal Practitioner Configurations

BIOSOCIAL
FOUNDATIONS
Conflict SORCERER/
SORCERER/
WITCH WITCH
OR
ASC SHAMAN/ MEDIUM MEDIUM
SHAMAN HEALER
HEALER HEALER
Social
Leadership PRIEST PRIEST PRIEST
Hunting and Agriculture Political Social
Gathering Integration Stratification

SOCIOECONOMIC CONDITIONS

SOURCE: Adapted from Michael Winkelman. 1992. Shamans, Priests and Witches: A Cross-Cultural Study
of Magico-Religious Practitioners. Anthropological Research Papers #44. Tempe: Arizona State University.

breakdown of the clan structure and increasing
community stratification. Winkelman’s (1986a,
1990, 1992) research implicates different condi-
tions as transforming the original basis of
shamanism. Analysis of cross-cultural data illus-
trates this evolution of the shamanic potentials
in the systematic relationships of different types
of shamanistic healers and other magico-reli-
gious practitioners (sorcerers/witches and
priests) to socioeconomic conditions. The trans-
formation of shamanic practices into other
types of shamanistic healers and magico-reli-
gious practitioners can then be seen as a func-
tion of (1) agriculture replacing hunting and
gathering; (2) transformation of nomadic
lifestyle to fixed residence patterns; (3) political
integration of local communities into hierarchi-
cal societies; and (4) social stratification, the cre-
ation of classes and castes, and hereditary slav-
ery (Winkelman 1986a, 1990, 1992). These
relationships of practitioner types to socioeco-
nomic conditions are illustrated in the table
(adapted from Winkelman 1992).

The chart also illustrates the way these prac-
titioner-societal configurations correspond to
relationships between practitioner selection
procedures and their professional functions
(Winkelman 1992), providing the basis for a
model of the evolution of magico-religious
functions. These social functions involve three

major dimensions: (1) the psychobiological ba-
sis in altered states of consciousness (character-
istic of all shamanistic healers); (2) the role of
social-political and religious leadership (as-
sumed by priests); and (3) the conflict of
shamanistic healers and priests, manifested in
the sorcerer/witch. Shamans were the original
source of traditions involving altered states of
consciousness, and provided the social leader-
ship potentials at the basis of priesthoods.
Shamanistic practitioners were eventually per-
secuted by the expansion of hierarchical priestly
religious structures, giving rise to the phenome—
non recognized as witchcraft.

Contemporary Shamanisms

and Neo-Shamanisms

Modern European societies did not have
shamanism, which had disappeared in
processes of sociocultural evolution and the
brutal oppression of remaining shamanistic
practices by religions and state political sys-
tems as witchcraft (Harner 1973, Winkelman
1992). Consequently, the concept of shaman-
ism reentered modern consciousness through
colonial contacts with other cultures. Ethno-
graphic studies of healing practices around the
world contributed to an awareness of cross-cul-
tural similarity in these healing practices. An-
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thropological and interdisciplinary studies
contributed to an emulation of these practices
in modern societies, an expansion of Western
spiritualities in the late twentieth century, and
their application to contemporary healing
(Krippner and Welch 1992). Some of these
modern borrowings have attempted to main-
tain a focus upon the classic aspects of
shamanic practice; these aspects are empha-
sized in the concept of Core Shamanism devel-
oped by Michael Harner (1990) and in the ac-
tivities of the Foundation for Shamanic
Studies (see www.shamanism.org). Many other
modern adaptations, however, were not based
upon the primordial hunter-gatherer patterns
of shamanism, resulting in the extension of the
term shaman to a bewildering variety of practi-
tioners, some of which have little relationship
to original forms of shamanism.

This overextension of the term shaman can
be remedied by restricting its use to the practi-
tioners who share the empirically derived char-
acteristics described above. Terms such as
medium, healer, and priest can be applied to
other types of healing practitioners. All those
practitioners who, like shamans, use altered
states of consciousness in training and healing,
can be associated with their ancient shamanic
roots through the term shamanistic healer.

Michael Winkelman

See also: Art and Shamanism; Core Shamanism
and Neo-Shamanism; Demonic Possession
and Exorcism; Entheogens and Shamanism;
Healing and Shamanism; Psychopathology
and Shamanism; Spirits and Souls; Trance,
Shamanic; Witcheraft and Sorcery in
Shamanism
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DAOISM AND SHAMANISM

To understand the connection between Daoism
and Shamanism it is necessary to examine the
shamanic nature of early Chinese religion.
Shamanism in China is said to extend back to
the mythical past when rulers relied on special
powers to end drought, solicit rain, and im-
prove the harvest. Shaman kings with the sur-
name Wu reigned during the Shang dynasty
(1600-1027 B.C.E.), using divination and sacri-
ficial rituals to connect with the spirit world, as
suggested in oracle bone inscriptions and ani-
mal-like designs in art (in bronze, jade, lacquer,
and wood) (Chen 1937; Chang 1983). But in
recent years some scholars have voiced concerns
about the use of the term shamanism to de-
scribe early Chinese kingship. The chief com-
plaint has been that there is no evidence pro-
viding specific details about the nature of the
shaman king’s experience, such as whether the
king took spirit journeys, became possessed, or
spoke the words of the deity (Keightley 1983).
Others, such as Edward Davis, are concerned
about the proliferation of works that describe
shamanism as the substrate of Chinese religion
(2001, 2).

Those who subscribe to the view that rulers
of the Shang dynasty were shaman kings note
that following the Shang dynasty, when the dy-
nasty was overthrown by the Zhou, shamans
suffered a decline in social status. The Rites of
Zhou (Zhouli), a Chinese ritual classic, tells
how the wu (a term referring to both male and
female mediums or shamans) became part of an
idealized feudal bureaucracy that may have ex-
isted in the late Zhou dynasty (1027-256
B.C.E.). During this period, shamans belonged
to the Ministry of Rites, presiding over funer-
als, performing exorcisms and rain dances, and
sometimes becoming possessed during trance.
Only those who did not enter trance enjoyed

the rank of ministry official. These ranked male
shamans were charged with the training of the
other shamans in the rain dances. In addition
to the male and female shamans, there were
also shamans charged with caring for horses.

Among all of the early rituals that shamans
performed, rituals to summon rain were the
most important and most coveted for proving a
shaman’s power. The Han dynasty lexicon,
Shuowen jiezi, defines the shaman (wu) as a
priest or invoker, who is female, and also
dances for rain with two sleeves raised in dance
posture. Explanations about the importance of
rain dances and flood control in Chinese
shamanism often include a reference to the
myth of Yu, the flood controller and sage king,
and King Tang. After five years of flooding and
severe famine, Yu exhausted himself while he
was trying to stop a raging flood. An illness fol-
lowing his successful efforts crippled him, and
for the rest of his life Yu walked with a limp
that history records as the gait of yu, or the
shaman’s gait. The shaman’s gait became the
name of a dance performed by Daoist adepts in
later Daoist religion.

The story of the sage King Tang also illus-
trates the combined role of king as political
ruler and shaman, and the precedent for later
shamans to perform rain prayers and dances.
After several years of drought, King Tang as-
sembled a funeral pyre in the mythical Fusang
grove, and prayed to 4, the ghosts and the spir-
its. He was on the verge of searing his flesh
when it began to rain. Miraculously, the down-
pour extinguished the flames and saved King
Tang from sacrificing himself.

Reflecting the importance of self-sacrifice in
securing rain, early Chinese rain rituals in-
volved the rain (yu) sacrifice, in which the fe-
male shaman (wu) and the cripple called the
wang, as well as sick children, were burned ei-
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ther by fire or by the heat of the sun (Schafer
1951). Later rain rituals in the Han dynasty in-
troduced different elements believed to im-
prove the chance of rain during times of
drought, such as the substitution of dragon ef-
figies for the sacrifice of a human being (Loewe

1987).

Daoism

Early Daoism is usually defined by two texts:
The Way and Its Virtue (Daodejing) and the
Zhuangzi. The Zhuangzi is attributed to
Zhuang Zhou, who lived in the district of
Meng within the State of Song near the border
of Chu during the reigns of King Liang and Qi.
In the Zhuangzi, shamans named wu are not
depicted favorably, and are instead portrayed as
charlatans who fool people into believing they
can divine the future, and as outdated practi-
tioners of cruel sacrificial rituals. These individ-
uals have many of the traits of shamans: They
are able to fly and ride on the clouds and mist,
they enter trances, and they are masters of fire
and the other natural elements. They are recog-
nizable by their names (the true man, the dae-
monic man, the perfect man, the sage, the
nameless man) and by their unusual appear-
ances (hunched backs and skinny necks). These
individuals become shaman-like individuals
through experiences such as the one had by
Zigi of the south wall: His breathing changed,
his body seemed like a tree that had withered,
and his mind seemed like ashes. Master Yu is
an example of an ideal human being who ac-
quired his unusual appearance—becoming a
hunchback—during illness.

In addition to the Zhuangzi, early texts of-
ten associated with Daoism include the Elegies
of Chu (Chuci), and the Classic of Mountains
and Waters (Shanhaijing). Wang Yi (d. 158
C.E.), an imperial librarian who wrote the ear-
liest commentary on the Elegies of Chu, attrib-
utes the text to Qu Yuan (fourth century
B.C.E.), a loyal official betrayed by his ruler
and banished to the south of China. Although
Wang Yi’s commentary downplays the
shamanic origins of the songs, contemporary
commentaries and scholarship have mined the
work for its detailed information about
shamanism in southern China before the sec-
ond century C.E. (Waley 1955; Hawkes 1959;
Sukhu 1999). One of the best examples of

shamanism is found in the section called the
Nine Songs. In the first song of this work,
“Great One, Lord of the East,” a [ling
“shaman,” performs a ritual dance to Taiyi, the
great sun god. The shaman’s dance to a ca-
cophony of drum beats, pipes, zithers, and the
jingling of the jade pendants on her waistband
sends her into a trancelike state that enables
the deity to descend and possess her. In other
songs, a ling takes spirit journeys, riding in
chariots pulled by dragons. Another section of
the Elegies of Chu, Zhaohun (The Summons of
the Soul), tells about a shaman named Wu
Yang (wu being the name of the traditional
shaman in China), who summons the soul of a
sick or dying person to return, warning the
soul of the terrifying things that await it if it
continues to wander, and tempting the soul
with the celebration that awaits its return
(Hawkes 1959).

The authorship and dating of the Classic of
Mountains and Waters (Shanhaijing) is shrouded
in debate, with some saying the text is a trav-
eler’s guide or geographical gazetteer of the an-
cient Chinese terrain and others saying that the
text is the work of shamans (Yuan Ke 1982,
preface, 1). Shamans called wu are healers, and
bring the dead back to life. There is also the
suggestion that their practices are related to the
snake cult and the cult of the Queen Mother of
the West, who is later associated with immor-
tality. The shamans of the Classic of Mountains
and Waters also search for medicinal herbs be-
lieved to extend one’s life, and transform one
into an immortal, like the fangshi, “magicians,”
who are known to have traveled in search of
immortality elixirs for the first emperor of
China (259-210 B.C.E.) and Emperor Wu of
the Han (141-87 B.C.E.).

Later Daoism

Daoist religion is traditionally seen as having
developed out of these Daoist texts and the
pursuit of immortality, as well as shamanic ex-
orcism, healing, and spirit possession, during
the latter part of the Han dynasty. For most of
the Han dynasty, shamans performed rain
dances and exorcisms and acted as spirit medi-
ums in court circles, but unlike the shamans of
the Shang and Zhou dynasties, shamans during
the Han dynasty seldom held official positions
(Lin Fushi 1988).



Shamans and ecstatic practices, such as the
use of talismans, exorcism, and spirit posses-
sion, played key roles in gaining popular sup-
port for new Daoist movements. In 142 C.E.
Zhang Daoling had a shamanistic vision of
Laozi, in which Laozi appeared to him in per-
son, transforming him into the first Celestial
Master and founder of the Celestial Masters
Movement (77anshi), which began in the west.
In 184 C.E., another Daoist movement was un-
derway in the east, called the Yellow Turban
Movement (also known as the Great Peace
Movement), led by Zhang Jue, a man with
shamanistic healing powers. Part of the Yellow
Turban Movement’s appeal was in their use of
talismans, which were burned and mixed with
water and offered up as cures to patients
(Harper 1998).

Daoist schools were influenced by the rituals
of the Celestial Masters as well as Buddhist
texts and practices, and by shamans, who were
seen as competitors by the early schools of
Daoist religion. Like the Daoist movements be-
fore them, the new texts and practices of the
Highest Clarity (Shangqing) and Numinous
Treasures (Lingbao) Daoist schools incorpo-
rated shamanistic techniques such as spirit pos-
session and spirit journeys, rain dancing, heal-
ing, exorcism, and talisman writing. Between
367 and 370 C.E., the scriptures of the Highest
Clarity school of Daoism were revealed to Yang
Xi during visions of Lady Wei, an immortal.
This new school of Daoism also absorbed
many shamanistic aspects into its practice, such
as the use of talismans, the pursuit of longevity
and immortality through inner cultivation, and
meditative techniques. Daoist adepts took
spirit journeys to the stars, and while they were
there performed the dance of yu, or the
shaman’s gait. In this dance, the adept would
drag one foot behind him, mimicking the way
in which Yu walked after he stopped the flood
(Robinet 1993, 200-226).

The Numinous Treasures (Lingbao) school
of Daoism became a unified school during the
middle of the fifth century. The term Numi-
nous Treasures refers to the one who “sum-
moned and controlled the numinous souls of
the dead” (Yamada 2000, 226). The term /ing-
bao came to represent those who became
guardians of the spirits during rites of spirit
possession and may have originated in the song
“Lord of the East” in the Nine Songs, where
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the lingbao is a type of shaman who communi-
cates with the spirit world (Hawkes 1959). Nu-
minous Treasures scriptures emphasized liturgy
and developed out of the scriptures of the
Highest Clarity school and southern traditions
(such as those discussed in the Elegies of Chu
and the Classic of Mountains and Waters), as
well as Pure Land Buddhism (Bokenkamp
1983).

Daoism Today

Daoism today combines rituals, divinations,
beliefs, and practices from the many schools of
Daoism (Celestial Masters, Highest Clarity,
Numinous Treasures, Quanzhen [lit., “whole
truth”’]) and shamanism. Formally, Daoist ritu-
als and practices are divided into two groups,
but in practice there are variations in southern
China and on Taiwan. There are the Daoist
priests (daoshi) and the Daoist ritual masters
(fashi), who are distinguished by the color of
their hats and the kind of rituals they perform.
Daoist priests belong to the literati class and in-
herit their positions. They wear black hats and
use classical Chinese during communal rituals
in which trance and exorcism do not play a
part, and they do not serve a local community.
Daoist ritual masters, in contrast, do not be-
long to the literati class and do not inherit their
positions. They wear red hats and use vernacu-
lar Chinese during rituals for the local commu-
nities they serve.

The Daoist ritual master provides a link be-
tween the formal aspects of Daoist religion and
the local traditions, often taking on the role of
the shaman who is a spirit medium and per-
forming exorcisms (Davis 2001, 11). Shamans,
often associated with Daoist practice, have
many names and can be found in southern
China and on Taiwan. Some have names like
the wu of Chinese antiquity, such as the wupo,
“granny shaman,” the wushi, “shaman teacher,”
and the shenwu, “daemonic shaman.” Others
have names that imply childlike qualities such
as the rongzi, “youths who are mediums,” the ji-
tong, “divining youths,” and the marong, “horse
youths.” There are other male and female
shamans called /ingji, “diviners of the spirit,”
and shamans who are female called the ongyi.
Contemporary shamans perform many func-
tions, sometimes alone and sometimes with the
help of the Daoist ritual master. He or she is a
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spirit medium, exorcist, diviner of fortunes and
dreams, spirit writer, healer, and ritual dancer.
During important festivals and on pilgrimages,
male and female shamans who are in ritual
trances and possessed by deities sometimes per-
form self-mortification, using sharp objects
such as swords to cut their backs and foreheads.

Alison R. Marshall

See also: Animal Symbolism (Asia); Chinese
Shamanism, Classical; Chinese Shamanism,
Contemporary; Tantrism and Shamanism
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DEMONIC POSSESSION
AND EXORCISM

Possession by demons, that is, evil spirits, and
the resulting need to free the person who is ex-
periencing this type of change through
shamanistic healing, is reported from many
parts of the world. While the concept of posses-
sion is often attributed to shamans, core
shamans and the shamans of hunter-gatherer
societies generally do not experience possession
(Winkelman 1992). Possession experiences are
associated with societies where the people’s
livelihood is predominantly agricultural, and
with cultures characterized by social stratifica-
tion and jurisdiction hierarchy (Bourguignon
and Evascu 1977). Possession is, however, sig-
nificantly and independently predicted by po-
litical integration (Winkelman 1992).

The phenomenon of possession is wide-
spread, but the type of invading entity varies
according to the cultural circumstances in
which it arises. It is not always negative. Some-
times a possessing entity is helpful, having been
called by a ritual to enter a body and then leav-
ing at the conclusion of that ritual. In some
cultures, spirits are useful if one is careful not
to offend them. The therapeutic resolution of
possession experiences is traditionally achieved
through the ritual of exorcism. In other cul-
tures, invading entities are considered inher-
ently dangerous. This article focuses upon neg-



ative possession experiences and their therapeu-
tic resolution.

Possession is conceptualized as involving an
alien entity or consciousness that enters into a
person’s body, influencing the person and acting
through and controlling the person’s body. Pos-
session generally occurs spontaneously, and then
may be deliberately induced in healing sessions
through drumming, dancing, and drugs that in-
duce an altered state of consciousness. The al-
tered state of consciousness typically produces
an alteration in EEG, resulting in a profile
where theta waves are dominant and blood pres-
sure drops to low levels, while at the same time
the pulse rate increases (Goodman 1972
377-379; cf. Winkelman 2000 on the physiol-
ogy of altered states of consciousness).

In cases of demonic possession, a possessing
spirit is essentially evil, an invader whose goal is
to do harm and who will leave only after a
sometimes very difficult exorcism has been per-
formed. Though demons are occasionally con-
sidered useful for the information they can
give, they always attempt to do harm to their
victims and the people around them. Someone
possessed by a demon does not desire this expe-
rience; rather, the demon is asked to enter by
someone else through a curse or a similarly
harmful ritual. If such a spirit has entered, then
the victim or the victim’s family must find
someone who can perform the appropriate ex-
orcism. Otherwise, the possession is likely to
end in the victim’s eventual death.

Demonic possession can cause various types of
illness; it falls loosely into two distinguishable
categories based on the cultural expectations of
the people involved, although these categories
do not exhaust all cases of negative possession.
Possessions originating within the large agricul-
tural societies of sub-Saharan Africa differ from
those originating within the agricultural societies
of Eurasia. The exorcism rituals for each are dif-
ferent. The African type typically involves rough
handling within a death and rebirth ritual. The
entity expelled is conceived of as a ghost, that is,
a spirit of a once living person. The Eurasian
type involves communicating directly with the
demon and demanding from it its name, pur-
pose for entering, and the conditions on which
it will leave. The entity here is usually an inher-
ently evil spirit with no past as a human.

Many of the agricultural societies of Africa
have developed rich cultural systems around
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positive possession. Possession is used for heal-
ing and divining, as well as to meet other di-
verse social needs. The spirits involved are con-
sidered helpful and benevolent. The spirits
themselves are viewed as benefiting from the
exchange—people keep them alive by offering
them sacrifices and allow them to participate in
the social process by lending the spirits their
bodies. Such beings enter only when invited
and leave at the ritually appropriate time.

Some entities are used in negative ways. In
most negative African possessions, the invading
demon is a ghost, that is, a spirit of a dead per-
son. In 1969 Elizabeth Colson wrote about
Tonga ghosts of Zambia: “Ghost possession [is]
wholly undesirable. Victim and helpers seek
only to expel a ghost and prevent its re-entry.
The ghost has no message to give, either public
or private; it has no desire to be appeased.
Ghosts have no mediums, only victims, and
these must be short-term ones; either a ghost is
expelled or the victim dies.”

This description applies to most other
African ghost possessions. The Voudou prac-
tices of Haiti, known popularly in the United
States as voodoo, provide another good exam-
ple. Voudou is a contemporary descendant of
native African religious practices brought to
Haiti when members of different African
groups were transported there as slaves. Cases
have been described where an otherwise
healthy person becomes suddenly sick and un-
able to eat. When other cures are unsuccessful,
the person may be brought to a mambo, or
priestess, for an exorcism. The illness is thought
to be the result of a curse from someone who
wished the victim harm. A person wishing to
make such a curse must first invoke the deity
Saint Expédit and the Master of the Dead,
Baron-Samedi, and then make an offering at a
graveyard, and take handfuls of grave dirt and
put them in a place where the victim regularly
passes. To rid someone of a ghost possession,
the mambo must perform an elaborate exor-
cism, which may involve spitting rum in the
face of the patient and killing a hen by burying
it alive at the roots of a banana tree. Shortly af-
ter the conclusion of an exorcism ceremony, the
victim should regain health and be able to re-
turn to regular daily life.

In exorcism rituals of the African type, the
patient is handled roughly and made to go
through much physical discomfort. At the close
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of the ritual, the patient is cleaned and given
fresh clothes and food or milk to consume. The
ritual as a whole can be seen as representing a
death and rebirth, endured so that the victim
can be reborn without the encumbering spirits.

In demonic possessions of the African type,
the invading beings are usually undifferentiated
ghosts without individual personalities. In pos-
sessions of the Eurasian type, on the other hand,
the invaders are generally creatures of evil with
individual characteristics and even names. They
may claim to be dammed people, fallen angels,
or simply evil spirits. As in the African type,
Eurasian demons may enter a victim through a
curse or an act of witchcraft. Demons are also
thought to enter when the person breaks a sig-
nificant taboo or commits a serious crime.

Typically, a person experiencing an African
demonic possession will not have direct com-
munication with the possessing being, nor will
it usually take control of the body. In the usual
cases of Eurasian demonic possession, on the
other hand, the invading demon may cause the
victim to act in unusual ways, hurting others or
causing self-injury, or the demon may speak
through the victim’s mouth, announcing its
presence.

Eurasian possessions usually include periods
of depression and frightening visions, inter-
spersed with sudden episodes in which a de-
mon appears to take complete control of the
victim’s body. These attacks have a clear onset,
where the victim exhibits all the signs of enter-
ing into a religious altered state of conscious-
ness. Eurasian demonic possessions also have
their own particular set of symptoms (although
they are not necessarily all present in any given
case) including insomnia, aimless wandering,
compulsively eating strange or repulsive sub-
stances (or else refusing to eat at all), a repulsive
stench, rigid muscles, unusual strength, fits of
screaming or weeping, a significant change in
facial features as a result of muscle contractions,
and violent aggression against oneself, nearby
people, or objects.

When the demon takes control, it will speak
through the person’s mouth but with a deeper,
harsher voice. This may be because in this al-
tered state the person’s true vocal cords are not
used, but rather the ventricular folds (the supe-
rior or false vocal cords). Also, the speech of the
demon has been found to have a characteristic
intonation pattern. Each phrase has an early

peak followed by descending intonation. In this
state the demon yells invectives and obscenities,
and, if in a Christian context, it speaks of
damnation and insults religious figures. The
demon may also make predictions relating to
the Church.

A person possessed must seeck an exorcism;
otherwise the possession will end in death from
wasting away or from the demon forcing the
victim to commit suicide. Different cultures
have different qualifications for someone per-
forming an exorcism. An experienced sorcerer,
shaman, or priest may be necessary. For a
Catholic priest to perform an exorcism, he
must first get permission from a bishop, rarely
given today. The Roman Catholic exorcism rit-
ual was last committed to writing in the seven-
teenth century in the Rituale Romanum. It is a
rite and not a sacrament, which means that the
acting priest has considerable freedom in vary-
ing the details.

The Eurasian exorcist’s ritual involves little
physical handling; the only physical contact be-
tween the exorcist and patient is the laying on
of hands. The possessed person may also be
made to touch sacred objects. In such a ritual
there are a few standard steps. The exorcist ap-
peals to the relevant benevolent entities of the
alternate reality. The demon will be pushed
into revealing its name and its reason for enter-
ing into the patient. It is finally asked for the
conditions upon which it will leave and when it
will depart.

In some cultures it is common for a demon
to request that the family give a large feast or
that a ritual drama be performed in its honor.
Commonly the demon will name a specific
time in the future, at which point it will leave.
The contract of a demon is always maintained,
but when a demon does go that does not al-
ways end the victim’s troubles. In some cases
multiple demons will claim to inhabit a body.
When one is driven out, another may come
forward, with a new name, personality, and
new conditions for going.

Most demons will resist strongly the attempt
to exorcise them. It may not be until after
many sessions of exorcism (in which the pres-
ence of holy objects or the reading of holy texts
has tortured the demons) that they announce
their time or conditions for leaving.

Accounts of these possessions and exorcisms
are widespread and ancient. In the Christian



New Testament, the Book of Mark tells of a
successful exorcism preformed by Jesus. Jesus
encounters a possessed man who lives in tombs
and who cries and cuts himself with stones. Je-
sus asks the demon its name, to which it replies
“My name is Legion: for we are many” (Mark
3:7-9). The demons beg to stay, then finally
ask to enter a large herd of swine. Jesus allows
it, and the demons possess the swine, sending
them over a cliff and into the sea to drown, at
which point the man is cured. In a work of
third-century C.E. Greek writer Flavius Philo-
stratus, a magician named Apollonios of Tyana
is reported to have cured a young possessed
boy. In this story, however, Apollonios writes a
letter, and the exorcism is achieved by having
the boy’s mother read the letter out loud to the
demon.

Exorcisms seem to have been occurring for
thousands of years all over the world and con-
tinue today. For example, in the 1970s a well-
publicized case occurred in Germany. A twenty-
three-year-old woman named Anneliese Michel
experienced a severe demonic possession. She
went first to the medical establishment, but they
were little help. She eventually found a priest
who would perform an exorcism, and he did so
regularly for almost a year. During this time the
demons claimed to be the spirits of Cain; Judas;
Nero; Adolf Hitler; an obscure, but docu-
mented, Pastor Fleischmann; and even Lucifer.
They claimed to have entered her as a result of a
curse that was put on her before she was born.
The exorcism was unfortunately unsuccessful,
and Anneliese died in July 1976.

Most exorcisms, however, are successful. An-
neliese might have died because of the interfer-
ence of the psychoactive medication that med-
ical professionals gave her over the same period,
which gradually made it impossible for her to
enter the trance state necessary for the exorcism
to be performed properly.

Much has been written attempting to explain
possession phenomena scientifically. The ill-
nesses of possessions of the African type may
have physical origins. The exorcism is then seen
as a psychosomatic cure. The possessions asso-
ciated with an altered state of consciousness
have interesting parallels to various behaviors
diagnosed as psychological disorders. Demonic
possession is an illness, not a normal or desired
condition. Demon possession has particular
signs and symptoms that do not exactly corre-
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spond with the symptoms of any psychological
ailment. Possession cannot simply be reduced
to psychological disorders. Furthermore, exor-
cism usually provides a successful cure in cases
of negative possession, one that would be diffi-
cult to achieve through medical or psychiatric
processes. Whatever the explanation, such exor-
cisms are important to people who need them
and to those interested in the range of human
experience. They should not be disregarded by
modern research.

Felicitas D. Goodman
Seth Josephson

See also: Cross-Cultural Perspectives on
Shamans; Extraction; Healing and
Shamanism; Spirit Possession
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DIVINATION

Divination is concerned with the acquisition of
information. The derivation of divination from
divine makes explicit the customary assumption
about divination—that the information comes
from a spiritual source. Cultures have many
different forms of divination processes; those
associated with shamanism are some of the
most widespread divinatory forms. Divination
is inherent to essential aspects of shamanism,
reflected in classic conceptualizations of
shamans as someone who enters ecstasy to in-
teract with the spirit world on behalf of the
community. This interaction with the spirit
world had as a primary function the acquisition
of information relevant to group or individual
concerns. Use of divination in shamanic prac-
tice mirrors the functions of shamanism: diag-
nosis of causes of disease; prognosis regarding
the patient’s recovery; determination of the in-
terests and intents of spiritual forces; location
of animals for hunting; learning about the con-
dition of separated family members; planning
the future movement of the group or its ene-
mies; determination of the intentions and
whereabouts of others; and prophecy.

Social Explanations of Divination
Divination’s etymological origin in divine re-
veals its roots in relationships to spirits and the

information available from the spirits. The
dominant theories addressing divination fail to
respect this indigenous perspective of interac-
tion with spirits as a means of obtaining access
to real knowledge and valid information. Al-
though anthropology has viewed divination as a
form of communication, “scientific” approaches
have generally rejected the perspective that div-
ination procedures involve communication with
spirits. Rejecting the explicit claims of spiritual
communication and influence made by those
who use divination procedures and the pre-
sumed empirical legitimacy of those procedures,
those who accept the scientific perspective have
instead offered explanations of the basis of div-
ination that emphasize latent social functions
and psychosocial processes. Divination persists,
according to this dominant perspective, because
it contributes to societal stability.

This dominant approach reflects George
Park’s (1963) functionalist perspective that div-
ination procedures produce socially useful re-
sults, eliminating disorder in social relations
through facilitating decision-making processes.
Park considered the consequent reduction of
anxiety as secondary to the social implications.
Park pointed out that divination is generally
with respect to some plan of action about
which decision-making is difficult—Tlife crises
such as illness and potential death, conflicts,
and economic or political calamity. But the le-
gitimizing function of divination lies in its abil-
ity to provide a social validation for actions that
would be difficult to justify on an individual
basis, depersonalizing specific decisions and ac-
tions. Divinatory consultation takes the direct
decision away from the individual, bringing in
other considerations. Divination procedures
distance the decisions from the individual, en-
gaging a consultation process in which many
opinions and points of view are considered and
a consensus derived. It is this consensus ac-
cepted by the group that is viewed as the “func-
tion” of the divination, giving decisions a
stamp of legitimacy in a dramatic social cere-
mony that invokes divine approval.

The traditional characterization of divination
procedures as conservative devices points to
what is in some respects an inevitable aspect of
divination, since established cultural frame-
works are used to define conditions and treat-
ments, channeling opinion and producing so-
cial consensus. Divination inevitably operates



as a form of social representation, classification,
and control, orienting people to traditional cul-
tural norms and authority. But many lines of
evidence call into question simple social control
functions of divination procedures. If divina-
tion procedures apply the legitimacy of author-
ity and tradition to determine behavior, why
not seek out the wisdom and advice of high-
status elder authorities?

An alternative view of divination as a ran-
domizing device was postulated by Omar
Moore (1957) in his assessment of the practices
of scapulimancy. Scapulimancy uses an animal
scapula, or shoulder blade, which is prepared
and placed upon the coals of the fire; the ensu-
ing burns and cracks are interpreted to deter-
mine the direction for hunters to take. Moore
characterized this as a method to weaken habit-
ual decision-making processes that could pro-
duce nonproductive outcomes. Instead of rely-
ing upon experience from past hunts, which
may be nonadaptive because of reactions by
surviving animals, Moore postulated that
scapulimancy provides a randomizing or
chance mechanism that produces advantages
over habitual behaviors in hunting outcomes.
Lothar Vollweiler and Alison Sanchez (1983)
rejected Moore’s postulations on the basis of a
careful analysis of divination practices, hunting
patterns, and behavior of hunted animals. They
instead viewed scapulimancy as a practice used
by hunters during ecological crises to reestab-
lish their relations with spirit powers that con-
trol game animals. They rejected theories of the
material adaptiveness of such practices, instead
pointing to well-recognized sociopsychological
consequences motivating continued effort in
the face of uncertainty.

Divination is a context in which a socially
acceptable outcome is negotiated, but one that
is subjected to the development of consensus
among many points of view. Rather than a
blind acceptance of tradition, these processes
involve a selective interpretation of tradition
and the application of some traditional models
but not others. Social control views of divina-
tion’s social functions may be legitimate inter-
pretations of some practices. But the success of
new approaches in medical anthropology sug-
gests the need for new perspectives in this area.
Medical anthropologists have been able to es-
tablish the therapeutic effectiveness of tradi-
tional healing processes, and so it no longer
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seems appropriate to dismiss the possibility
that the divinatory and diagnostic practices in-
volved in those processes may have empirical
validity.

Philip Peek (1991) characterized divination
systems as an epistemology, constituting a
people’s system of assumptions about the na-
ture of knowledge. Although academics may
not be willing to embrace the “spirit hypothe-
sis” of external autonomous entities, they
should attempt to understand what spirit ex-
periences mean for those who engage them. In
particular, they should ask questions about the
nature of the information provided by these
spirit encounters. One approach involves “nat-
uralizing” the spirit encounter by considering
people’s experiences to be real, but analyzing
these experiences in terms of social and brain
processes. These perspectives were voiced in
Peek’s views of divination procedures as en-
gaging nonrational processes and non-normal
modes of cognition. The willingness to submit
important questions to the outcomes of orac-
ular processes reveals a willingness to take in-
formation from sources beyond the direct
control of one’s rational processes. Peek points
to altered states of consciousness and spirit
possession associated with divination as prin-
cipal manifestations of non-normal cognition.
Altered states of consciousness have specific
neurological properties that engage nonordi-
nary modes of cognition, providing important
sources of information not directly available
to the conscious mind (Winkelman 1997,
2000).

Divination procedures also apparently access
nonverbal information channels of the limbic
brain and lower brain centers. In addition to
the symbolic communication forms of lan-
guage, humans use other forms of visual, be-
havioral, nonverbal, emotional, and somatic
communication (see Hunt [1995] for a discus-
sion of presentational symbolism and Winkel-
man [2000] for a discussion of other forms of
thought from the ancient levels of the brain).
Many of these processes are symbolic, but are
experienced in systems that function without
the mediation of language. Peek reminds us
that divination systems combine this intuitive-
synthetical mode of thinking with logical-ana-
lytical thought, making the diviner someone
who is effective in communicating between

modes of thought.
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Shamanic Healing and Divination

The use of shamanic divination in healing was
concerned with both the immediate cause of
illness and the more distal and perhaps ultimate
causes of a condition.

Divination was generally part of the shaman’s
activities as a prelude to healing. Divination of
the patient’s circumstances and likelihood of
cure was often a preliminary step, but in some
cases shamans would receive information about
patients and their likely prognosis before the
patients’ arrival. In some cases divination spe-
cialists were distinct from those doing the heal-
ing. Some divinatory specialists did not heal,
but referred their clients to others for healing of
the conditions they diagnosed. Other diagnos-
tic specialists also cured, but were called upon
for diagnoses in cases where other shamans had
failed to effectively heal the patient. These spe-
cialists are associated with more complex soci-
eties and belong to the category Michael
Winkelman (1992) classified as shaman/healers.

Information Channels in

Shamanic Divination

Shamanic divination engages in a number of
different information channels, including expe-
riences interpreted as spirit communication,
which may be viewed as involving fundamental
structures and processes of consciousness; al-
tered states of consciousness and their visual ex-
periences, a presentational symbolic system in-
duced through deliberate vision questing and
dreams; body-based sensations derived in par-
ticular from the hands; and experiences in-
duced by the focus of attention on material ob-
jects, particularly those with reflective surfaces.

Spirits in Divination

The shaman’s ability to divine, regardless of the
method used, was generally seen as based on in-
formation provided by the spirits. The neces-
sary engagement with the spirit might be as
simple as turning attention inward and asking
the spirit present within one’s body. In other
cases it required a much more elaborate engage-
ment with the spirit, singing, talking, and mak-
ing offerings to the spirit before it would take
up abode within the shaman and be available
for divinatory consultation. The information

coming from the spirit could be manifested in
a variety of ways. These included visions and
voices that appeared to the shaman and their
effects upon divinatory objects (e.g., statues,
beads, parts of the body).

Dominant anthropological perspectives have
considered spirit beliefs to be reflections of soci-
etal structures and concerns. While at first
glance this view might be seen as simply reflect-
ing the social control hypothesis, viewing the
spirit world and associated divination-interpre-
tation systems as an indigenous psychology pro-
vides additional perspectives. Spirits reflect both
innate brain structures and cultural-psychologi-
cal structures internalized in the processes of so-
cialization (Winkelman 2000). The importance
of culturally construed spirits and traditional in-
terpretative frameworks in divination lies in
their ability to place the individual’s circum-
stances within the cultural cosmological frame-
work that informs experience and situation of
self. These frameworks are not generally explicit
conceptualizations, but part of an implicit way
of viewing and understanding the world. The
nature of the experiences of the spirit world
provides perspectives for characterizing this
spirit-borne information. These spirit world in-
teractions are typically accessed via an altered
state of consciousness that is viewed as the
means by which relations with spirits are acti-
vated and brought to bear upon the current sit-
uation; spirit information may also be mani-
fested in bodily sensations.

Altered States of Consciousness

in Divination

Altered states of consciousness are central as-
pects of shamanic divination, although not
necessary in all cases. The engagement with
the spirits in an altered state of consciousness
may involve dramatic changes in behavior and
appearance, or a subtle internal personal shift
in consciousness apparent only to the trained
observer. Whether or not the altered state of
consciousness is apparent, engaging with
nonordinary modes of cognition and con-
sciousness that enhanced spiritual awareness
and intuition is typically part of shamanic div-
ination. Altered states of consciousness that
provide access to the spirit world are induced
through a variety of methods, including volun-
tary withdrawal and internal focus of atten-



tion; prayers; drumming, chanting, and
singing; and smoking tobacco or taking other
psychoactive plants. In general, the spirits are
seen as speaking to the shaman, rather than
speaking through the shaman as in possession.
The spirits are often reported as speaking in-
side the shaman’s head, telling the shaman who
is coming, their condition, and whether or not
they can be cured.

One divinatory aspect of shamanic altered
states of consciousness involves visionary expe-
riences that reveal the nature and cause of the
patient’s condition. Shamanic divination also
often engages the visionary capacity, where the
shaman “sees” the information desired. This in-
cludes in some cases a type of x-ray vision, in
which the shaman sees within the person’s body
to determine the location of the cause of illness.
Others see the illness appearing on a screen in-
side their head, providing details of cause and
treatments. Dreams are one aspect of the vi-
sionary capacity often used for divination
processes. Shamans may also deliberately en-
gage in dream periods over the days prior to or
during a healing ceremony to obtain dream
guidance on the case.

Body Perceptions

Shamanic divination of illness also employs the
shaman’s hands in both physical and psychic
modalities. The hands may be merely placed
upon the body to gather sensations, or system-
atically moved over the body. Physically touch-
ing the body, massaging and kneading specific
areas, and observing the patient’s response to
this touching are also used to determine some
ailments. The shaman’s hands may also be used
as diagnostic instruments without touching the
patient’s body. Often the hands are rubbed to-
gether, warmed near a fire, or cleansed with ash
before extending them toward the patient to
feel the condition (Lyon 1996). In some cases,
the patients’ own somatic responses to the
repertoire of songs the shaman sings may be
taken as an indication of their condition. The
renowned Navajo hand trembler exemplifies
the use of the diagnostic shaman’s own body in
receiving information about the nature of a pa-
tient’s condition. Peek (1991) points to the
prevalent use of the otherwise tabooed left
hand in African shamanistic divination, a be-
havior that would facilitate access to right-
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hemisphere intuitive, holistic, and analogic
modes of cognition.

Divinatory Objects and Systems

Diagnostic skills, including the visionary capac-
ity, may also be engaged through the use of
physical objects. Some of the most important
are mirrors, shiny reflective objects of stone or
metal, bowls of water, bones, rocks, and crys-
tals. Quartz crystals are frequently used as in-
strument for divining. Crystals may be used in
diagnosis as a “lens” for observing the patient’s
body, with the cause of disease being mani-
fested within the crystal. Crystals may also be
seen as the abode of spirits that could speak to
the shaman and provide a diagnosis or other in-
formation. Other material systems are observed
for their reactions to drumming, dancing, or
other natural processes. A variety of objects
may be used to engage the psychic sight of the
shaman, including both personal objects of the
patient and ritual substances selected for their
ability to elicit psychic sight on their reflective
surfaces (e.g., bowls of water, mica sheets),
where the visionary experiences are projected.
Shamanistic systems have also used the appear-
ance of animals and natural phenomena as
signs relevant to divinatory outcomes. Many
divinatory systems also use complex material
systems with relatively standardized interpreta-
tions (as in the I Ching and Tarot), but these
systems are not shamanistic in their basis.

Divination: Rational or Not?

Although divination has often been seen, like
other religious behavior, as something irra-
tional, the behavior of those who seek the
counsel of diviners rejects the characterizations
of irrationality. The use of multiple verification
processes in divination procedures attest to pe-
titioners’ efforts to ascertain an empirical and
veridical characterization of the situation they
confront. Evans-Pritchard’s (1937) classic as-
sessment of divination among the Azande also
emphasized its rational character, pointing out
how the consultants searched for multiple
forms of verification that allowed them to reject
inconsistent answers. Those present at the div-
ination often sought diviners far from their vil-
lages and maintained their anonymity to avoid
revealing information to the diviner. In many
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cases clients might not sit down with the di-
viner until significant information about the
case had been revealed, and might take back
their consultation fee and leave if significant er-
rors occurred in the divinatory revelations. Di-
viners might be asked questions designed to
test their power. Revelations that were accepted
were often subjected to further verification and
corroboration, several diviners often being con-
sulted and their revelations compared before
their divinatory revelations were applied to
make decisions. Concern with the accuracy of
divinatory revelations was reflected in practices
of having the diviner reveal information that
was verifiable by previous experience.

It seems, then, that the use of divinatory
processes in shamanism and other magico-reli-
gious practices engages a number of different
modalities of information acquisition and com-
munication. Science may eventually explain
many of these processes and illustrate their em-
pirical and rational basis. But for shamanic tra-
ditions, divination remains preeminently a
mode of communication with the divine in an
effort to reach a real truth. For the scientist,
divination must remain an effort to incorporate
the extraordinary, unknown sources of knowl-
edge beyond our immediate access within the
social context of the interpersonal dynamics,
conflicts, and psychodynamic constellations of
the participants.

Michael Winkelman

See also: Cross-Cultural Perspectives on Shamans;
Maya Bone Divination; Neuropsychology of
Shamanism; Quiche and Zuni Divination
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DRAMATIC PERFORMANCE
IN SHAMANISM

An elderly Korean shaman was once asked
about a shaman’s powers as she sees them. She
said that a shaman is, on the one hand, a per-
son through whom the gods and ancestral spir-
its truly speak and, on the other, a good actor.
“It’s like a stage,” she said. These two aspects of
a shaman’s powers seem contradictory, but they
are not. Shamanist ritual is inherently dramatic.
It aims at a direct manifestation of a supernatu-
ral presence (Kirby 1975, 2). Its mimetic activ-
ity, feats of wonder, music, and dance make the
gods directly present before our eyes. It brings
to the stage the inherently dramatic encounter
between human beings and the gods and spirits
that constitutes the core belief of a shamanist
community.

A study of shamanist ritual as dramatic per-
formance does not imply denigration of what-
ever extraordinary psychic or spiritual powers
shamans may have, nor does it suggest that the
spirits they invoke are mere figments of the dra-
matic imagination. Such a study highlights the
fact that whatever powers shamans have to ma-
nipulate spirits are complemented by an artist’s
skill in manipulating the imagination of persons
in attendance (Lommel 1967, 8). It calls atten-
tion to the fact that whatever extraordinary
powers of healing they may have, they com-
monly achieve their effect with the aid of the
ordinary powers of an accomplished stage artist.



It stresses that whatever private visions shamans
have in a state of trance attain significance for
the community when given concrete expression
in public performance. Such a study approaches
ritual in the way a dramatic critic analyzes any
dramatic performance. It investigates how
mimetic and symbolic activity, music and
dance, physical setting, the structure and emo-
tional atmosphere of the rite, and tensions be-
tween various elements and parts create the sig-
nificance of what is taking place and heighten
the effect the rite has on those present.

In the still alive and flourishing shamanism
of the Korean peninsula, a ritual may be a
simple, private affair of a lone worshipper
chanting in the night on a mountain by a can-
dle burning before an unusual rock outcrop-
ping, a spring, or a gnarled old tree. Often,
however, it is a highly theatrical event consist-
ing of a series of episodes that lasts hours or
days, takes account of the natural setting and
social context, employs colorful costumes,
props, and numerous shamans and musicians,
and includes the whole neighborhood for an
audience. A Korean shaman ushers in a seg-
ment of a rite to deal with family problems in
the metropolis of Seoul with a dance, first slow
then fast, that creates a sacred atmosphere and
may induce a trancelike state. Most commonly
a woman, she summons the spirits and is be-
lieved to serve as their medium in interaction
with the family. With an old-style military uni-
form, weapons, and a fierce demeanor, she ex-
hibits the authority of the General Spirit. With
a whining voice and peevish gestures, she gives
theatrical life to the spirit of an ancestor who
died as a young girl. In the role of the Moun-
tain Spirit in a shaman’s initiation rite, she may
shed tears of sympathy for the hard life the new
shaman is entering. As the soul of a deceased
father in a rite for the dead, she may give the
son a big hug and then comically upbraid him
and his wife for not yet giving him a grandson.

In northern China, a Manchu Han Army
clan rite may dramatize the opening of the
gates of the other world, in a midnight episode
in which a male shaman raises two large sword
blades in the air and hammers them together.
The next day, the clan gods appear. With silver
hairpins stuck in his cheeks to suggest a boar’s
tusks, a shaman thought to be possessed by the
Wild Boar God shakes and gets stiff. As the
God of the Underworld, he appears with a
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mourning cloth hung around his neck. Taking
the role of a Tang dynasty emperor, he reenacts
the sorrow that the emperor felt when his gen-
eral fell in battle. As the Hawk God, he waves
his arms and jumps about lightly. As the Tiger
God seeking his prey, he prowls around on the
ground (Guo and Honggang 2001, 85-89).

To say, “It’s a stage,” sounds like saying, “It’s
all just playacting,” and for many young
Manchu, it is said to be just that. In Korea,
however, the playacting reinforces what partici-
pants take as quite real—the presence of the
spirits and their desire to be of help in time of
need.

Nonetheless, neither the shaman nor others
present take the performance as real in the way
a child would. They seem well aware of the ele-
ment of theatrical play. Like the private halluci-
nations that an initiate may have in the process
of becoming a shaman, the public drama of a
ritual performance reinforces a sense of the re-
ality of the spirit world. Now, however, the
shaman does not hallucinate. Her dramatic
gifts are conscious and controlled. She may say
in a rite, “I am the General Spirit” or “I am the
Mountain Spirit”; but she does not suffer from
dissociative illusions like a schizophrenic who
thinks he is Jesus Christ.

The dynamics of shamanist ritual are said to
be rooted in a shaman’s trance possession by a
god (Kirby 1975, 2); but, as has been pointed
out with regard to Korean rites (Choi 1987,
35-306), it seems truer to say that these dynam-
ics are rooted in the shaman’s performance and
in the faith and expectations of the worship-
ping community. Scholars debate at length
about the state of a shaman’s consciousness dur-
ing a rite, but participants in a Korean family
rite manifest little concern about the state of
the shaman. They could care less about distinc-
tions between possessed mediumship and
simple role-playing. They simply seek a vivid
dramatization of the ancestors” presence. In the
Chinese tradition of shamanist masked drama
called Luoxi, the key factor in making a god
present is said to be simply the putting on of
the god’s mask (Xue 1996, 2). Indeed, to the
mythic mind, role-playing in any such drama
never has a “merely representative” significance.
Possessed or not, in a trance or not, the per-
former “does not merely imitate the god”; he is
“transformed into him and fuses with him”

(Cassirer 1955, 238).
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In any case, in evoking the presence and
power of the gods, a shaman shows his ability
as a performer, not only in vivid mimetic role-
playing, but also in dazzling feats of wonder
(Eliade 1989, 551). Korean shamans balance a
pig’s carcass on a huge trident, do a lightning-
swift knife dance, or dance barefoot on high-
placed chopper blades. Manchu shamans and
clan representatives run over burning coals. Tai-
wanese shamanist mediums dance barefoot
over fire fed by paper “spirit money” and beat
themselves to the point of drawing blood.

Of course, spectacular feats in themselves do
not constitute a sign of the gods’ presence. The
acrobats of Beijing Opera and the trapeze
artists of the Moscow Circus perform more as-
tounding feats without any pretension to divine
power. A shaman’s feats may arouse wonder in
anyone; but they constitute a sacred sign only
for a community of believers who expect such a
sign (Wilson 1980, 29). Belief in the spirits
empowers a rite, and the rites achieve their
prime purpose in fostering this belief. Among
the Yi people of southwest China, a family
sometimes has a shamanist figure perform a rite
to seek the protection of the ancestral spirits for
one of the family who goes away to school. A
Yi student has said that what distinguishes him
from other Chinese university students is that
he has an abiding sense of this protection.

The Yi pride themselves on their indigenous
writing system, and their rites are said to center
on the poetic, perhaps magical, force of the dia-
logical texts chanted in the rites. But in the
main, a shamanist culture is not a verbal cul-
ture. It is the “culture of gestures” that the
twentieth-century French drama critic Antonin
Artaud saw as providing the life force of any
powerful theatrical experience (1958, 108).
The spirits’ words constitute the core of a rite,
but theatrical gestures empower these words.

Healing Rituals

Some shamanist performances use the language
of gesture to dramatize, not the presence of the
gods or spirits, but the shaman’s act of healing.
A Manchu Han Army healing ritual can be-
come a playful game. Wearing grotesque paper
masks and clothed in sheepskin, persons taking
the part of ghosts grab about fiercely at partici-
pants while spectators watch in glee. The
shaman, or perhaps a god possessing the

shaman, fights off the ghosts. Then he enacts
an attack of stomach pains, grabbing at his
stomach; and the ghosts pull out of his stom-
ach something shaped like the large intestine.
Finally, the shaman chases them away, thrash-
ing at them with bunches of straw (Guo and
Honggang 2001, 90-91).

A shaman from the central Siberian Republic
of Tuva has said that in his tradition, shamans
may speak with a family’s ancestral spirits, but
that they dread the possibility of actual posses-
sion by such spirits. Nonetheless, the healing
rite of a shaman from Tuva or neighboring
Khakassia can also become an eye-catching dra-
matic performance. The shaman appears to
draw out evil pestilence from a patient’s body
with his fingers or suck it out with his mouth
and spit it out.

Korean shamans sometimes perform acts of
ritual magic in a more symbolic kind of theater.
They symbolize release from the knotted pains
and frustrations of a person’s past in simple but
evocative dancelike gestures, as they release
large loop-knots tied in a long white cloth.
Sometimes they dramatize the cure of someone
suffering from anxiety, or “soul loss,” by spray-
ing a mouthful of water over the patient or us-
ing knives to press the seventh vertebrae, where
the “lost soul” is thought to return. The effec-
tiveness of such rites in no way depends on
spectacular activity performed in an altered
state of consciousness. It depends on simple
symbolic gestures and the prayers and support
of those present, all of which reinforce the pa-
tient’s world of trusted, harmonious relation-
ships—human and divine.

In other Korean rites, theater and worship
become one in a much more lively form of dra-
matic psychotherapy. Speaking the words of the
spirits and vividly dramatizing their presence,
the shaman brings a family’s troubles and grief
out in the open, provides objectifying perspec-
tives on their problems, and encourages release
from pent-up frustrations in tears and laughter.

One such rite was offered for the recently de-
ceased mother of six married children. In life,
the relations between the mother and one of
the daughter-in-laws had been strained. In the
course of the rite, the mother’s spiric was
thought to speak through the mediumship of
the daughter-in-law as she held a branch of oak
that symbolized the deceased. The branch be-
gan to shake, and the daughter-in-law shrieked



Shamaness performing rite, ca. 1980s—1990s.
Mount Samak, Seoul, South Korea. (Earl &
Nazima Kowall/Corbis)

and went into a trance, speaking sometimes in
the mother’s voice, sometimes in her own. At
one point, the daughter-in-law said she was
sorry, and the mother promised to give assis-
tance from the grave. Finally, the daughter-in-
law came out of her trance. The whole experi-
ence was traumatic for her and frightening for
all present, but it gave her a unique opportu-
nity to seek her mother-in-law’s forgiveness and
personal healing.

In a similar rite offered by a widow one sum-
mer for her deceased husband, the proceedings
took a humorous turn when the husband asked
for his old watch, hat, and clothes and then be-
came irritated when the clothes given him were
heavy winter clothes. He cried out, “Where can
I go on this sultry summer day with these cot-
ton clothes on?” Later, he asked for medicine
for stomach pains, to which his wife replied,
“You've already died. Isn’t that enough? Why
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do you, a dead person, want some medicine?”
(Yi 1988, 167-168).

Whatever extraordinary powers the shaman
offering such rites has, the performance itself
goes a long way to achieve cathartic healing,
family harmony and well-being, and a sense of
the continued presence of the deceased. Belief
in this presence plays an essential role in the
healing process, but techniques of participative
drama, the public use of the stage comedian’s
humor, and theatrical play provide liberating,
objectifying perspectives on the family’s situa-
tion that modern psychotherapists might very
well learn from.

Communal Preventive Rituals

East Coast Korean village celebrations seeking
village harmony, health, and abundance in fish-
ing and farming constitute a kind of communal
preventive medicine. In the key symbolic event,
villagers and a family troupe of what are termed
hereditary shamans and musicians gather at the
village shrine by the sea or in a grove of trees to
summon the village ancestral god. The god is
believed to show his or her presence in the
shaking, sometimes quite violently, of a tall
bamboo “spirit pole” held by a villager, who
may go into a trance. The shaman asks the ad-
vice of the god regarding the well-being of the
village and interprets responses manifested in
the shaking pole.

For the preservation of the people’s belief, it
is important that the pole shake or that the one
holding it go strangely into trance. But the ef-
fect of the rite does not depend only on this
miraculous feat, and its significance cannot be
reduced to the degree of altered state of con-
sciousness of the person holding the pole. As
participants join in a buoyant round dance, the
clear April sky, the towering mountains, and
the picturesque shrine on a knoll above the sea
crystallize around the spirit pole, its white flag
fluttering toward the sky. The result is an
evocative “poetry in space,” such as Artaud pro-
poses as the ideal of any vital theatrical perfor-
mance (1958, 38). Everything works together
to create a sense of harmonious union among
villagers, their gods, and the natural surround-
ings. Performed by skilled musicians, the subtle
rthythmic interplay of drum, shrill pipe, clam-
orous gong, and chant draws worshipers musi-
cally, moreover, into a heightened, Dionysian
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sense of the celebration of life in harmony with
the gods. This communal heightened state of
consciousness is of much greater significance
than the momentary state of trance of the one
person holding the spirit pole.

So is the harmonious play that unfolds
throughout the days of the celebration. While
some shamans perform individual divination
rites for families on the side, the shaman troupe
as a whole engages the villagers and their gods
in playful entertainment in the form of moving
folktales, lively song and dance, eating and
drinking. The genius of the Korean shamanist
imagination as manifested in the rite as a whole
has little to do with trance or ecstatic vision,
but much to do with harmonizing play. It has
the boldness to envision contact with divinity
in terms of lively Korean banter, shared laugh-
ter, and playful entertainment that bring the
gods down to the level of neighborly cama-
raderie and raise the everyday toil of fishing
and farming into the realm of sacred play.

Throughout man’s history, religious worship
has been a vehicle for play (Norbeck 1976, 98).
Korean shamanist rites commonly begin, not
with “Let us pray,” but with “Let’s play.” A
Mongolian rite may honor the god by incorpo-
rating a wrestling match and the eagle dance of
the wrestlers. The Chinese Luoxi draws upon
the rich heritage of the mask carver’s art to en-
hance the sense of the presence of the gods
while entertaining both the gods and human
beings (Xue 1996, 28).

At the same time, both Luoxi and the farcical
skits that may end a Korean village rite exem-
plify the evolution of pure theatrical entertain-
ment out of religious worship. In a mode of
drama that stands poles apart from the sym-
bolic event of the greeting of the god in the
spirit pole in the Korean rite, the lone male
shaman performing these comic skits portrays
not the gods, but the down-to-earth adventures
of figures from village life—schoolmaster, fish-
erman, a blind man, a woman giving birth. In
the skit portraying a fisherman, his boat gets
caught in a storm. In one version, he calls to
the gods for help and is saved. In a darker ver-
sion that seems at odds with the trust in the
gods that the village rite as a whole seeks to fos-
ter, he calls for help, but the gods do not hear.
As is often the case in the risky business of fish-
ing even today, he drowns. In the episode por-
traying childbirth, a woman about to give birth

calls in her pain to the Grandmother Spirit of
Childbirth. The baby, in the form of an orange
plastic water dipper, is a cute baby boy. The
shaman evokes a burst of laughter from specta-
tors when he claims the baby was fathered by
one of the respected village officials. He then
chants a poetic lullaby asking the baby, “Where
have you come from? Did you fall from
heaven? Have you come wrapped in the sum-
mer clouds that hide the steep peaks?” (Ch'oe
and So 1982, 350). In one version, the skits
end here; but in the darker version, the help of
the gods is again of no avail. The mother prays
for the child’s health, but the boy takes sick and
suddenly dies.

Shamanic Performance as a Unified Rite
A study of shamanist ritual as dramatic perfor-
mance considers not just isolated segments of a
rite. Like the study of any dramatic work, it
considers the interrelationship of parts as they
form a coherent, well-unified movement; and it
sees how ambivalent tensions and seeming con-
tradictions between parts add to the rite’s
power and meaning. In themselves, the skits
discussed here constitute examples of theatrical
entertainment evolving out of religious ritual;
but they have an integral role in the religious
thrust of the celebration as a whole. They bring
the everyday realities of the villagers’ lives into
the ambiance of the gods™ blessing and protec-
tion, as symbolized in the encounter with the
god in the spirit pole. The dark versions of the
final skits stand in marked tension with the
buoyant atmosphere surrounding that en-
counter; but they ensure that villagers celebrate
their belief in the presence of the gods with a
mature, realistic awareness that the gods’ help
does not always insure a happy ending.

A midsummer night’s rite performed by a
band of shamans and religious practitioners
from the central Siberian Republic of Khakassia
provides a simpler example of how various seg-
ments of a rite form a unified thrust. In the
evening, on the hills above the clear-flowing
Abakan River, the shamans performed a tradi-
tional purifying ritual that brought a disparate
group of local inhabitants and foreign partici-
pants into harmony with one another and na-
ture around a fire. The fire and the simple, un-
sophisticated drumming of the shamans
provided the focus of attention, while a sheep



was slain off to the side. After midnight, all
went down by the river for the second stage of
the rite. A fire was lit on a small raft and sent
floating down the river as a sacrificial gift to the
Master of the Waters in thanksgiving for a
spring free from flooding. Each participant was
urged to make a prayer, and the fire, floating
away into the star-filled night, seemed to carry
the prayers into the darkness and bring all pre-
sent into harmony with the cosmos. All then
spent the night sharing the meat of the slain
sheep as they waited to greet the dawn in the fi-
nal rite. This rite was said to be traditional, but
it could also well be a New Age shamanic rit-
ual. All joined once more in a circle. Then, re-
calling their prayers of the night before, they
followed a shaman ringing a small bell up a
small hill to greet the sunrise and offer these
prayers in the presence of the new sun. Except
for one woman who at times seemed in a
trance, the whole constituted a consciously
organized, well-integrated symbolic event.

Of course, careful organization and a coher-
ent integration of disparate parts are not the
prime criteria for a successful shamanist perfor-
mance. In June 1996, a group of Buryat
shamans in Eastern Siberia performed a day-
long sheep sacrifice on the shores of Lake
Baikal to seek communal blessing and prosper-
ity. As a dramatic performance, the rite was dif-
fuse and lacked the clear, coherent organization
of the Khakassian rite just described. Nonethe-
less, after many years of not being able to per-
form the rite under Communist rule, the belief
and prayers of the local participants were prob-
ably more sincere than that of the disparate
participants in the Khakassian rite. In the sub-
lime setting of Lake Baikal, huge like the sea in
the midst of pristine stretches of birch and pine
forest, the simple gesture of raising arms toward
the Master of the Lake became itself a moving
dramatic performance. Such a simple ritual ac-
tion suffices to create a sense of the cosmic
drama underlying all shamanist rites, that of
the movement of human beings to divinity
and, it is believed, divinity to human beings.

After a program of Communist education in
the middle of the twentieth century, the
shamans of the Orogen (Orochun) People, a
small nation of hunters at the northern tip of
China, decided to send their gods away forever.
They did so in a grand rite of several days of
dancing and drumming; and since then, they
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say, they have never celebrated a full ritual. But
the simple act of carving the face of the Moun-
tain God on a tree and doing homage to him as
it is still performed before and after a hunt like-
wise constitutes a dramatic action fraught with
meaning. This miniature dramatic performance
preserves a belief system and worldview in
which human beings are at one with nature and
the gods, and seeking one’s livelihood by hunt-
ing is itself a form of prayer.

Rites for the Dead

A Korean shaman from the southern port city
of Pusan once inveighed against the elaborate
performances of Seoul shamans in the north as
nothing but empty theater; and some rites per-
formed in modern Seoul theaters probably jus-
tify such criticism. But rites for the dead exem-
plify the fusion of worship with drama of a
shamanist performance at its best. (The discus-
sion that follows draws on Kister 1997.)

Korean rites for the dead seck both to send
the deceased to the “good place” in the other
world and provide a measure of peace for the
bereaved family. As a well-integrated dramatic
unity, they project the sense of inevitable for-
ward movement toward a destined end that is
said to be the mark of a fully developed dra-
matic work (Langer 1953, 307). From the very
beginning, props in the background point to-
ward the destiny of the deceased. In a Seoul
rite, there is a flower-covered “gate of thorns”
to the other world; in an east coast rite, a col-
orful paper-craft boat and white cloth symbol-
ize the watery path or bridge to the “other
shore.” All the mimetic, psychodramatic, and
symbolic activity of the rite moves steadfastly
toward the climax, in which the deceased is
sent to his or her destined end in the “good
place.”

A Seoul-area rite regularly includes a playful
cathartic episode in which the Messenger Spirit
from the World of Darkness comes to snatch
away the deceased to judgment for sin. As por-
trayed by the shaman, the wildly flailing Mes-
senger Spirit sometimes evokes the terror of
death in a way that threatens all present. On
other occasions, his presence evokes billows of
healing laughter that dissipate some of death’s
terror and pain. Mouth stuffed with rice cake,
he charges forth to lasso the soul of the de-
ceased, symbolized by white papers attached to
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paper-craft flowers on the altar. The family of
the deceased gleefully tries to fend him off in
playful bactle.

At the end of the rite, humor gives way to
sorrow; psychodrama gives way to symbols; and
play yields to spatial poetry. In a Seoul rite, the
shaman chants the tale of the Abandoned
Princess Spirit, the god who leads persons
through death. Dressed in a princess’ elegant
robes, she or he then escorts the deceased, sym-
bolized by white funeral clothes carried by a
family member, to the destined end. The
shaman does so in a graceful, slow-paced dance
around tables of offerings before the flower-
covered gate of thorns to the stately music of
the drum, cymbals, and pipe. She makes three
rounds as a butterfly, three displaying long
flowing sleeves in a gesture of leading, three
displaying a fan to sweep away evil, and three
rounds wielding a knife to cut away obstacles.
The “poetry in space” that results transforms
the sorrow of separation into an event of
beauty and peace. The deceased then takes final
leave of the family through the mouth of the
shaman, who ends the rite by splitting a long
white cloth held out by assistants. Running
wildly through the tough cloth, she splits it
with her body, demonstrating her spirit-given
powers and dramatizing the rupture of death.

A shaman also ends an east coast rite for the
dead by splitting a long white cloth. In this
case, however, the cloth symbolizes the path to
the other world; and she or he splits the cloth
with a staff tipped with paper flowers that rep-
resents the deceased. The shaman stretches out
the cloth and sadly tells the deceased, “Now we
must load the boat and you must go.” As an as-
sistant takes down paper flowers and lanterns
from the altar, she does a slow-motion dance,
imaginatively loading them onto the paper-
craft boat. She holds the flower-covered staff
near the deceased’s family and speaks words of
farewell for the deceased. Then with calm, dig-
nified grace, she uses the staff slowly, but
firmly, to split the cloth.

This final gesture is basically the same as that
which ends a Seoul rite, but it constitutes an
evocative spatial poetry that conveys a quite dif-
ferent feeling and has richer significance. It fuses
the searing pain of final separation with an im-
age of the flowering of existence. Composed
equally of splitting and blossoming, it evokes
both a cruel fear that life is ultimately parting

and a soothing hope that death brings fulfill-
ment. Fashioned though it is from the simplest
of materials, this ambivalent symbolic gesture
speaks an eloquent theatrical language that can
move believers and nonbelievers alike. Whatever
effect it may be believed to have for the de-
ceased, its impact on those still alive depends
just as much on the artistry of the dramatic per-
formance as on faith in the world of the spirits.

Whether complex or simple, well ordered or
diffuse, shamanist rituals speak the spatial lan-
guage of dramatic performance, and any study
of these rituals bears its best fruit when it is
rooted in this language. As with any drama, the
language of the performance itself has an in-
trinsic significance regardless of the intent or
interpretation of any particular shaman, actor,
participant, or scholar. As a language of dra-
matic gesture, it often has its richest meaning
and cathartic power when it is multileveled,
ambivalent, and, as in this east coast rite, even
self-contradictory.

Daniel Kister

See also: Ainu Shamanism; Ancient South
Indian Shamanism; Buryat Shamanism;
Chinese Shamanism, Contemporary;
Costume, Shaman; Khakass Shamanism;
Korean Shamanism; Mongolian Shamanic
Tradition and Literature; Shadow Puppetry
and Shamanism; Siberian Shamanism; Spirit
Possession in Rajasthan
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DREAMS AND VISIONS

Dreams and visions constitute a large part of
shamans’ accounts of their experiences, whether
the dreams and visions are at the initial stages
of their careers, when the shamans are elected,
or during the later period of their lives when
the shamans have become firmly established in
the community and periodically communicate
with the supernatural to heal their patients and
to provide messages to their communities. In
spite of the widespread presence of dream ac-
counts in shamanic cultures, there is not a uni-
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fying concept across cultures, primarily because
each shamanic society is subject to its own cul-
tural notions about dreams and shamanic tradi-
tions. Cultural and religious theories of knowl-
edge expressed in ideas about dreams are
analytically distinct from what today we might
or might not be able to know of the actual con-
tent of the experience. For example, the West-
ern classificatory system separates dreams from
visions, whereas in many other societies this
classification is blurred, or there is no linguistic
or conceptual distinction between them. The
language of the Mapuche of Chile, for exam-
ple, does not distinguish linguistically between
dreams and visions (Nakashima Degarrod
1989). On the other hand, many cultures do
separate the two and differentiate them linguis-
tically. In some societies, visions occur in full
waking consciousness and are thought to be
quite different from sleeping dreams. Both
dreams and visions can be deliberately sought,
so the distinction cannot be a matter of volun-
tary inducement. It seems clear that dreams
and visions, whatever their final definitions, are
inextricably linked and that their prevalence in
the shamanic discourse matters. Douglass
Price-Williams has suggested that what scholars
of shamanism have coded variously as dreams
or visions can be part of a continuum from a
waking to a sleeping state (Price-Williams
1992).

Shamanic visionary experiences are also nar-
ratives that are orally communicated by
shamans to their communities through a vari-
ety of means, such as songs, speeches, diagnoses
of illness, storytelling, and informal conversa-
tions. Johannes Fabian has observed the com-
municative value of sharing dreams in a reli-
gious context in communities (Fabian 19606).
As narratives, shamanic dreams and visions
have a communicative value; narrators can send
messages by narrating or refraining from nar-
rating dreams and by interpreting dreams with
a group with whom there is a shared knowledge
of interpretative meanings. Narrators can indi-
cate different meanings by selecting different
audiences and contexts of narrations (Herdt
1992). Shamanic discourses about dreams and
visions in many societies are valued not only
for their different healing, religious, or political
meanings but also for their aesthetic value, as
these narratives are not transmitted only by the
shamans themselves but also by other narrators.
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Dreams and the Selection and

Initiation of Shamans

Dreams play an important role in the selection
and initiation of shamans. Shamans are com-
monly selected to take on their profession by
inheritance from deceased shamans. For exam-
ple, shamans from the Paviotso of Nevada were
reported to inherit their spirit powers from a
deceased shaman relative who urged the
dreamer to accept the shamanic calling and
power (Park 1934). In other societies, shamans
are selected when they exhibit unusual physical
characteristics, or they are selected from spon-
taneous vocation. Whatever the means of
shamanic selection, it is primarily through
dreams that shamans learn about their calling.
Most shamanic societies believe that the refusal
of the individuals selected to be shamans will
result in future misfortunes to those called into
the profession (Krippner 1989).

The ability to dream frequently or to have
prophetic dreams are some of the unusual indi-
vidual characteristics that signal future shamans
in many societies. Among the Harney Valley
Paiute in North America, the ability to dream
is encouraged with the purpose of creating
shamans. Parents instill in their sons the desire
to become shamans and persuade them to
dream. Sons are told what kind of dreams to
expect to have in order to become shamans.
They warn them also to adhere to the instruc-
tions in the dreams carefully. Otherwise the
spirits will become angry and punish them by
making them ill (Whiting 1950).

Shamanic vocation can be caused by sponta-
neous dreams or visions. This was the case with
Henry Rupert, a Washo shaman who lived at
the end of the nineteenth century (Handelman
1967). During his early years he had a series of
dreams, which in retrospect marked him off as
one who would become a shaman. He would
dream specifically of a bear who stared at him.
When he looked back at the bear, it would van-
ish, and then Henry would fly up into the sky
to the moon. But it was at the age of seventeen
that Henry had his power dream, which signi-
fied that he was to become a shaman. In the
dream he saw a horned buck, which looked to-
ward the east. A voice told Henry not to kill
babies anymore. Henry woke up with a nose-
bleed while it rained outside. He interpreted
this dream in the following way: The conjunc-

tion of buck and rain suggested that he could
control rain, as the buck was recognized as
“boss of the rain.” The cardinal directions in
the dream were important symbols. For the
Washo there is the belief that the souls of
people who have just died travel south, but the
path of evil souls is toward the east. Henry in-
terpreted the buck’s action of looking toward
the east as meaning that he was being warned
against developing potentialities that could be-
come evil. The voice in the dream was recog-
nized as being the voice of a snake. Here the
warning was against the indiscriminate taking
of life. The rain that he heard on awakening
signified to him that water would be his major
spirit power. And the nosebleed meant that his
dream intended him to have power, as it was
the kind of physical reaction associated with
the gaining of power. Later, when Henry be-
came a practicing shaman, dreams guided him.
Henry Rupert’s use of a symbolic metaphoric
system of dream interpretation to decode his
vocational dream exemplifies one of the two
major types of interpretation used by shamans
in the exercise of their profession, the other be-
ing the literal interpretation of dreams, in which
dreams are taken at their face value as opposed
to the symbolic system in which dreams are in-
terpreted according to a specific system that
translates different images as symbols for spe-
cific meanings. Douglass Price-Williams and
Lydia Nakashima Degarrod found in their
cross-cultural study of the use of dreams in forty
Amerindian societies that shamans make use of
both systems of interpretation, with the excep-
tion of the Raramuri, who only make use of the
literal system of dream interpretation (Price-
Williams and Nakashima Degarrod 1989).
Shamans undergo physical and emotional
transformations in their dreams of initiation.
Lydia Nakashima Degarrod found that in the
autobiographical narratives of shamanic initia-
tion among the Mapuche of Chile, shamans
narrate dreams in which the shamans describe
their physical and spiritual transformations af-
ter a period of intense emotional and physical
suffering (Nakashima Degarrod 1989, 1996,
1998). Shamans not only go through the physi-
cal pain and the anguish caused by inexplicable
illnesses, but commonly lack emotional or ma-
terial support from their families, either be-
cause they are orphans or simply because their
families do not believe in their calling. In this



context, shamans can have two types of dreams:
dreams of an explanatory character, in which
supernatural beings explain to the novices the
reasons for their inexplicable illness and an-
nounce their shamanic calling, which tend to
occur during the worst part of the physical and
emotional suffering; and dreams of a rewarding
nature, in which gods or other supernatural be-
ings provide the novices with their shamanic
training and grant them power occurring at the
end of the initiatory period.

In these autobiographical narratives Na-
kashima Degarrod found that these dreams
become the sites in which the final transforma-
tion of the novices occur—they not only be-
come shamans with all the necessary knowledge
and power, but they also overcome all the nega-
tive physical and intellectual traits described at
the beginning of the autobiographical ac-
counts. Shamans who, prior to the dreams, de-
scribed themselves as being weak, ugly, or
viewed as stupid proclaimed their strength,
beauty, and intelligence after the dreams. This
explanatory and rewarding nature characterizes
most of the dreams that shamans narrate dur-
ing the course of their profession. In the exer-
cise of their profession shamans use their
dreams to receive information and power to
fight the agents of evil (wekufe) and they receive
explanations for their own personal suffering
and the suffering of the community at times of
natural or political crisis.

Dreams of initiation may be thematically
patterned. Common themes widely reported
are dismemberment, death, and rebirth. These
themes have been described in the initiatory
dreams of Siberian, Eskimo, Australian Aborig-
ines, and South American shamans (Eliade
1989). In these dreams, shamans undergo dif-
ferent forms of death, which may include the
extraction of their viscera and contemplation of
their own skeleton and their actual rebirth. For
example, an Eskimo man selected to become a
shaman reported a dream in which he was de-
voured by a bear, chewed up, and then finally
spat out (Roheim 1952).

The Vision Quest and

Shamanic Initiation

The term vision quest refers both to the experi-
ences of a young person being initiated into
adult society and to the shamanic initiation. It
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is frequently associated with the Guardian
Spirit complex of Native American societies
(Benedict 1923). Hardship is a necessary prepa-
ration for both initiation visions and shamanic
experiences. All societies that involve the vision
quest have the corollary belief that certain kinds
of experiences will facilitate significant dreams
and visions. It is generally believed, for exam-
ple, that the quest necessitates a period of social
isolation, coupled with increased vigilance and
alertness. Lonely vigils on mountaintops or in
forests or desolate places are advocated. Repeti-
tive singing or praying is encouraged. Even the
playing of repetitive games is sometimes under-
taken in order to promote monotony.

In contrast to this passive approach of medi-
tation and isolation, there is an opposite group
of methods that encourages hyperactivity. Exci-
tation, stress, and fatigue are the factors in-
volved. A particular Salish group in the Pacific
Northwest coastal area encourages bodily exer-
cises and general exaltation of the senses. There
are reports from the Southern Coast Salish of
children being sent out on their vision quests in
stormy weather and in thunderstorms, or being
encouraged to dive into shark-infested waters
(Jilek 1974). It is worth mentioning that hallu-
cinogens are not used in these cultures of the
Pacific Northwest. All methods of facilitating
vision inducement involve harsh physical
methods. Sleep deprivation is common. So are
methods of dehydration or fasting. Sometimes
vomiting is encouraged through the use of
purgative plants to cleanse the system. Hyper-
ventilation is sometimes promoted through the
use of continual diving or other means of in-
ducing exhaustion. The methods sometimes ex-
tend to exposing oneself to extreme tempera-
tures, and even to self-inflicted pain. All these
methods tend to create vivid mental imagery.

Charles Wagley (1977) described the novice
shamans of Tapirapé of Brazil as seeking out
dreams as part of their shamanic training. An-
nually during the late dry season all the young
aspiring shamans gathered each evening in the
central plaza of the village and discussed their
dreams. A novice would sit near a fully-fledged
shaman who was his mentor and be given
smoke from his mentor’s pipe until he vomited.
The practice of “eating smoke,” as it was called,
persisted until the novice fell into a trance and
became ill from the tobacco. During this trance
the novice might dream. The practice was con-
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tinued over a period of two to three hours.
When the novice returned to his hammock, he
would be expected to dream during the night.
It was a difficult time for these novices. They
had to refrain from bathing during this period.
They could not eat certain animals, as they
might be expected to encounter them during
their dreams. There was also sexual abstinence.
Frequently Tapirapé shamans would have dan-
gerous dreams, at which stage they would be-
come uncontrollable, running wildly through
the village in a trance breaking things and per-
haps killing animals.

Dream Helpers

The notion of the dream helper is widespread
among Native American groups, though it has
been best described in south-central California
(Applegate 1967). Essentially the idea is that a
supernatural being appears to the dreamer or
visionary as a spirit offering power and protec-
tion. A song or a talisman is given to the
dreamer, with advice on how to use the gift.
Direct warnings may also be given. A shaman
may further be given skills and knowledge on
how to deal with witchcraft. A lay person may
be given skills for hunting or even gambling.

The dream helper may manifest itself in
dreams in different guises. It is usually in the
form of an animal. It is thought of as the arche-
typal spirit of the animal species, rather than as
a specific individual. An animal helper is actu-
ally the spirit of one of the First People, as they
are called, who at the end of mythic times
turned into the animals as we know them to-
day. Owl, for example, is embodied in each in-
dividual member of the owl species, but Owl
himself still lives in mythic times. Although
they mostly appear in the form of animals, the
dream helper can also appear as a ghost, a
dwarf, or a water monster, or it may be a natu-
ral force personified.

There are basically two ways for an individ-
ual to acquire a dream helper, through drugs or
through fasting and night bathing. The dream
helper may be directly sought, as in the vision
quest, but it can also appear spontaneously and
unbidden.

There is another kind of dream helper, found
among the Yurok in northern California. Here
the shamans base their power on objects that
reside in their own bodies (Kroeber 1925).

Theses are objects that would prove fatal in the
body of a non-shaman. The acquisition of these
magical objects is due to a dream in which a
spirit either gives the object to the shaman or
places it directly into the shaman’s body. The
object causes pains to the shaman, whose task is
to be able to maintain the lethal object. The
fulfillment of that task is the achievement
which marks a shaman.

Dreams and Healing

Dreams are a frequent means of diagnosing
what it is that is ailing a sick person. If the
source is a malevolent being, or a human per-
son wishing the victim ill (as in sorcery), then
the dream can reveal the identity of such a be-
ing or person. Furthermore, the dream can be
used to identify the nature of the medicines to
be employed with the sick person. These medi-
cines are usually plants. The kind of plant, its
location, and time to be picked can be provided
to a shaman or healer by dreams.

Illness can also be induced in dreams in sev-
eral ways. One of these is through a supernatu-
ral force that creates illness directly. Contact
with dead people in dreams can also induce ill-
ness, not necessarily because of any malicious
intention by the dead person. And sometimes
just a bad dream has been sufficient to create
illness. The activity of dreaming, therefore, is
sometimes associated with danger, as a person
can become ill through it.

Shamans largely cure through the art of
dreaming. They do this often with the help of a
dream helper or spirit with whom they enjoy a
symbiotic relationship. Frequently the spirit
specifies actions to be undertaken by the
shaman subsequent to the dream that will facil-
itate the healing. Such actions sometimes are
elaborated into full-scale rituals.

A frequent motif in the teaching of healers
through dreams is the giving of instructions for
the dreamer to carry out an action while awake.
Usually a spirit or an ancestor or sometimes an
animal declares in the dream that the dreamer
should do something. A Blackfoot shaman
learned in a dream how to cure different ill-
nesses (Wissler 1912). A man appeared in his
dream and told him that he would give him his
body. The dreamer was told that he must carve
the man’s image in wood and carry it with him.
Whenever anyone had a hemorrhage, the im-



age of this spirit-man from the dream must be
put on the hemorrhaging person’s body, and
the hemorrhage would stop. The Blackfoot
man said that this dream had given him the
power to cure wounds, to heal disorders of the
bowels, and to stop hemorrhaging. Another ex-
ample comes from a Kwakiutl shaman during a
great influenza epidemic (Boas 1921). The
shaman himself was ill from this sickness when
he had a dream of a wolf helping him. In the
dream the wolf came into his house and told
the shaman he should get into the river both
morning and evening. He had to sit in the river
and pour water from a bucket over both sides
of his neck. More precisely he had to pour two
buckets of water on the right side of his neck,
then two buckets on the left side of the neck.
He should do this for four days. This was to
cure him of the influenza. Then he was told to
do the same for others who were sick.

Many other groups practice various kinds of
incubation rituals in order to have dreams for
healing. Kwakiutl shamans were known to in-
duce dreams before going to sleep by concen-
trating on an article belonging to a sick person
as a means of diagnosing an illness (Boas
1921). Chippewa shamans went to a shake
lodge in order to get dreams to diagnose ill-
nesses (Levi 1956).

The shamans of the Sharanahua Indians of
eastern Peru enter the dream world of their pa-
tients in order to heal them (Siskind 1973).
They are aided by taking the hallucinogenic
drug, ayahuasca. Their treatment is effected
through curing songs. The choice of songs is
dictated by the dreams of the patients and their
type of symptoms. The patient reports dream
images that coincide with the songs that the
shaman knows. The shaman asks the patient
about his dreams and also about his symptoms.
A hallucinogenic brew is then cooked in the
evening. When it is cooled and ready, the
shaman and other men drink it. The men
chant and the shaman sings a curing song. A
vision then appears to the shaman of the image
from the dream of the sick man. As he experi-
ences the vision, the shaman openly speaks of it
to the others.

There is a malevolent side of dreaming too.
Tapirapé shamans have the power of doing
damage to the vulnerable souls of people while
they sleep. A shaman called Panteri was re-
ported to engage in a dream battle with an-
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other shaman. In his dream he would travel in
his canoe to the top of a high mountain. From
this vista he would look around until he could
see the soul of his shaman enemy, whom Pan-
teri suspected of sorcery. Panteri would then
throw his headdress, which would wrap itself
around the soul of his enemy, carrying him off

into the sky (Wagley 1977).

Psychological Healing

The Ute of Colorado and Utah and the seven-
teenth-century Iroquois are known for their use
of dreams, which have been considered in con-
temporary times to approximate modern psy-
choanalytic practices (Price-Williams and
Nakashima Degarrod 1989; Opler 1959; Wal-
lace 1958). It has been considered that the Ute
perceived dreaming as “emotionalized striving.”
The Ute shaman would dissect a dream in
terms of the wishes, attitudes, and motivations
of the dreamer. When living relatives appeared
in a dream, the shaman would analyze the rela-
tionship with the dreamer for rivalries and re-
sentments. Ute shamans and sick people con-
fided that dreaming often reflected life
problems in a distorted or delusional way.
Dreams were thought by the Ute to show evi-
dence of dominant drives and motivations.
Marvin Opler, who studied the Ute fifty years
ago, considered the Ute’s own idea of dreams
was that in the dream world the individual
mind was free to roam or imagine, and its fan-
tasies revealed tendencies toward the disguised
expression of unconscious wishes. This is al-
most identical to psychoanalytical theory, and
it is difficult to know whether this interpreta-
tion represents Opler’s own summarizing of
Ute ideas or whether this was independently
the Ute position. Dreams of deceased relatives,
labeled by the Ute as Ghost Dreams, also were
regarded in a psychological light. The ghost was
blamed for returning and troubling the dreamer,
and the latter was advised by the shaman to
cease worrying about the dead relative and to fo-
cus on the tasks of the living.

Shamanic Political Discourse

Dream and vision reports can transmit political
messages and provide aid to a community un-
dergoing communal crises. Lydia Nakashima
Degarrod has found that the Mapuche shamans
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of Chile narrate their dreams to their commu-
nities to provide messages from their gods and
ancestors at times of natural disasters and polit-
ical chaos. She observed that from 1985 to
1987, the last years of the dictatorship of Au-
gusto Pinochet, was a period of strong political
repression when large public gatherings were
often prohibited, and a new law had been
passed that promoted individual ownership of
land and that threatened to break the Mapuche
communal land holdings (Nakashima Degar-
rod 1996, 1998). During this period the
shamans of several communities defied authori-
ties by calling for the performance of commu-
nity rituals that brought together hundreds of
people. They were able to ask for the perfor-
mance of these traditional rituals by narrating
dreams in which their gods and ancestors ex-
plained the miseries that the Mapuche people
were experiencing as a result of the people’s de-
viation from the traditional norms.

The shamans in their roles as peumafe, “spe-
cial dreamers,” receive in their dreams explana-
tions for catastrophes from their gods and an-
cestors and tend to view any form of
catastrophe being caused by nature or society as
a punishment for the Mapuche’s deviation from
the traditional behavior. The shamans receive
specific instructions about the management and
performance of rituals to appease the anger of
the gods and ancestors. Because the Mapuche
live in an area known for intense seismic activity
and other natural disasters, the shamans’ activity
in their role as special dreamers is rather often
called for. Although Mapuche shamans do not
have a permanent position in the political orga-
nization of their communities, their participa-
tion at times of stress is important because
through their dreams they provide the divine
rules according to which the leaders keep the
tribal law functioning—rules that define tradi-
tional and ideal behavior.

Lydia Nakashima Degarrod

See also: Ayahuasca Ritual Use; Dreams and
Shamanism; Mapuche Shamanism; Peruvian
Shamans
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DRUMMING IN SHAMANISTIC RITUALS 95

DRUMMING IN SHAMANISTIC
RITUALS

The drum is used in a variety of ways in
shamanist rituals; it may serve as (1) a rhythm
instrument, (2) a divination table, (3) a
“speaker” for communicating with the spirits,
(4) a spirit-catcher, (5) a spirit boat, (6) a puri-
fying device, (7) the shaman’s mount.

To illustrate these functions of the shaman’s
drum, it will be relevant to summarize three
representative shamanist rituals for distinctive
purposes as practiced by different peoples of
Siberia and Japan: The first of these accounts
describes the descent of the Tungus shaman into
the Underworld; the second, the ascent of the
Altai Turk shaman into the world above; and
the third, a healing ceremony performed by an
Ainu shaman of Japan. Other uses of the drum
from other cultures will also be mentioned.

The Descent of the Tungus Shaman

into the Underworld

A historical account by Shirokogoroff (1935)
describes the traditional preparation for the
Tungus shaman’s descent into the world of the
dead. This consisted of setting up the follow-
ing pieces of paraphernalia: (1) an idol; (2) a
pair of wooden staffs representing two legs of a
reindeer the shaman will ride when traveling
over land; (3) a raft, consisting of four planks,
which the shaman will use to cross the “sea”
(Lake Baikal); and (4) two purifying imple-
ments, each made of four or eight narrow
pieces of wood set up to form a gate through
which the participants pass at one point in the
ritual.

The first part began with the shaman drum-
ming and concluded with an act of divination
using the drumstick; the shaman throws it into
the air, and if it falls down with the back side
up, the indication is positive; but if it lands
with the bowl or concave side up, the indica-
tion is negative. After the divination a reindeer
is sacrificed.

Shirokogoroff observed that at the beginning
of the second part of the ritual the shaman
himself drummed; he rose up, then handing
the drum to his assistant, took up the two staffs
representing the reindeer’s legs and started
singing and dancing, from time to time taking
short leaps. During the course of his song the
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participants joined in by repeating the last
words the shaman had uttered or a set refrain.
The tempo and volume increased; the shaman
took a large cup of vodka, smoked several pipes
of tobacco, and, singing and jumping with
even greater excitement, he entered a state of
ecstasy and dropped down onto the raft mo-
tionless. The drumming slowed down, and the
singing stopped. In time the shaman came out
of his trance and began to reply in a weak voice
to questions put to him by the participants.

The ceremony ended with purification (the
participants passing through the wooden gate)
after which the shaman sang for a long time,
then jumped onto the skin of the slaughtered
reindeer. The drumming became faster and the
singing louder while the shaman remained
there motionless. Finally the drumming and
singing subsided, and the people began to call
the shaman back. (Shirokogoroff 1935).

What is notable about this ritual is that the
shaman himself used the drum only at the be-
ginning; the rest of the time the drumming was
performed by the assistant. Obviously the
shaman could not continue drumming while in
a state of trance, whether genuine or simulated,
and so entrusted the assistant with the task of
maintaining the rhythm. It is doubtful that the
vodka and tobacco consumed by the Tungus
shaman during the first part of the ritual was
powerful enough to induce a state of trance.
Among the ancient Indo-Iranians a substance,
called in Sanskrit soma and in Avestan haoma,
was prepared and offered by the priests in a
special ceremony. This was obtained from a
plant, identified as a variety of ephedra that,
when crushed, yielded a powerful substance
that was mixed with water or milk to make a
drink with hallucinatory properties.

Although Henrik S. Nyberg’s interpretation
of ancient Iranian religious practices and those
in Zoroastrianism as decidedly shamanic in na-
ture (1938) was attacked by most scholars of
Iranian studies, Mircea Eliade (1989) agreed
that the ancient Iranians were familiar with
many elements of shamanism, including ecstasy
induced by intoxication, which he attributes to
the use of hemp (Cannabis sativa), or bangha,
an Iranian word that was disseminated among
the Ugrians to refer to the mushroom (Agaricus
muscarius) consumed by the shaman. The use
of ephedra may have been yet another, perhaps
earlier, borrowing from the nomadic Iranians,

at least among the more southerly peoples of
Inner Asia, for Ephedra monostachya is native
both to the steppes and to Mongolia and
Siberia.

The Ostyak shaman of the Irtysh region con-
sumed narcotic mushrooms on the first day of
a ritual and while in a state of intoxication
communicates what the spirits have revealed to
him, but he subsequently falls into a deep sleep
and does not continue until the next day (Kar-
jalainen 1921-1927).

René de Nebesky-Wojkowitz (1975) pointed
out the close parallels between the Siberian
shaman and the Tibetan Lamaist oracle-priest;
the oracle-priest, unlike the Bon shaman of
Tibet, does not himself make use of a drum,
but during the divination ceremony the as-
sembled monks sing an invocation to the ac-
companiment of a drum and a bone trumpet;
the god invoked takes possession of the oracle-
priest, or medium, and he enters into a state
of what by all reports is a genuine trance. The
tendency to enter such a state under the influ-
ence of the music and without the use of a
stimulant or narcotic appears to have been the
original situation.

Examples of the “refrains” sung by the par-
ticipants during the Tungus shaman’s ritual de-
scent into the Underworld may be observed in
a manuscript of the Sibe Manchus entitled
Saman jarin. This text is divided into two
parts, and in each part there are two repeated
phrases, each consisting of two or three words,
which alternate at the end of each line of a
couplet; the last word (or two) of each alter-
nating phrase is the same and the remaining
word is similar (Stary 1992), so that the con-
stant repetition in conjunction with an in-
crease in volume would have had a hypnotic
effect.

As for using the drumstick for divination,
this appears to have been an incidental intru-
sion into the original ceremony, but it is now
customary during the shamanist rituals of cer-
tain areas as, for instance, among the Nganasan
(Dolgikh 1978). Though seventeenth-century
visitors to the Lapps reported that the shaman
entered a state of genuine cataleptic trance
(Ohlmarks 1939), the present-day Lappish
shamanist ceremony is devoted entirely to div-
ination. The head of the drum is painted all
over with figures; the drum is held horizontally,
a group of brass rings is placed on the drum-



head, and, in response to an inquiry the
shaman beats the drum so that the rings move
around over the surface of the drum. The
shaman answers according to where the rings
come to rest (Sommarstrom 1989).

The Ascent of the Altai Turk Shaman

In an account of the ritual of ascent into the
Upper World from a nineteenth-century
source, the Altai Turk shaman, unlike the Tun-
gus shaman in the ritual of descent, retained
possession of the drum the whole time, even
though, due to required actions at certain junc-
tures, the drumming had to stop. The Altai
Turk shaman did have an assistant, called the
head-holder, who helped him even before the
ritual began by holding the head of the horse
that had been chosen for sacrifice during the
ceremony, as the shaman waved a birch rod
over it and forced its spirit to leave its body.
The spirit of the head-holder left his body at
the same time and made its way immediately
toward the Upper World (whereas the spirit of
the horse continued to hover somewhere in the
vicinity), and the head-holder did not reappear
physically until the very end.

The shaman began the first part of the ritual
by sitting in front of the fire, where he conjured
the spirits by calling to them one by one
through the drum; as they answered, the
shaman then used the drum to catch the spirit,
waved the drum, and tilted it toward the as-
sembled participants to show that the spirit
thus invoked had indeed been trapped. He
continued to do this until he had enough spir-
its to help him. Next he went out after the
spirit of the horse and caught it in the drum,
and several people attending the event helped
him slaughter the horse.

The second part of the ritual took place the
following evening. It started with the offering
of horse meat to the Masters of the Drum. The
shaman then fumigated his drum and once
again invoked a multitude of spirits to assist
him; his drum grew heavy with them. The
shaman then commenced drumming and with
his drum purified all the participants; by the
end of the long and complex procedure he was
ostensibly in a state of ecstasy.

In the middle of the yurt there was a young
birch (representing the Cosmic Tree), stripped
of all its bark, with nine notches for steps
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carved in its trunk. In his altered state the
shaman climbed this tree, passing through
heaven after heaven until he had reached the
ninth heaven, sometimes even the twelfth, all
the time recounting to the people below what
he saw. On the way the shaman encountered
the spirit of the head-holder and encouraged
him to continue up into the next heaven. The
account did not mention what had happened
to the flock of spirits that the shaman gathered
in his drum to help him, nor whether the
shaman was still carrying the spirit of the sacri-
ficial horse in the drum, but he must have had
it with him, for when he reached the upper-
most heaven he was able to offer it to Bai Ul-
gen, the king of heaven, in the event the sacri-
fice had been accepted. Upon his return to
earth, the shaman appeared to awaken from a
deep sleep, addressed the participants, and the
head-holder stepped forward to take the drum
and drumstick from him (Radlov 1885).

It was noted by Shirokogoroff (1935) that
the Tungus also had a ritual of ascent into the
Upper World, though it was much less frequent
than that of the descent into the Underworld;
this ritual was performed for healing purposes,
but only if the person involved was a sick child.
In this case, as in that of the Altai Turk ritual,
an animal was sacrificed, though it was either a
sheep or young deer, and it is clearer in these
accounts that the purpose of the shaman’s as-
cent is to take the spirit of the animal to the
Upper World. Unlike the instance of the Altai
Turk shaman, however, the Tungus shaman in
this ceremony also had an assistant who took
over the drumming once the shaman was ready
for his journey, the first part of which was
mimed by dancing and jumping (Shirokogoroff
1935).

In a healing ceremony of the Yakut of
Siberia, described in an account from the early
twentieth century, the shaman also escorted the
spirit of a sacrificed animal to the Upper
World; this happened only after he had cap-
tured the illness from the patient’s body. Pre-
sumably he accomplished both of these tasks
using his drum as a medium (whereas in heal-
ing rituals of certain other peoples the shaman
sucks the illness out, but he may then spit it
into his drum), for, though the ritual started in
complete silence, by the time the shaman was
ready to effect the cure, he was drumming,
singing, and dancing, and continued drum-
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Manchu shaman with drum. (Adapted from
Alessandra Pozzi, 1992, Manchu-shamanica
illustrata [Wiesbaden, O Harrassowitz])

ming throughout, the last part of his dance im-
itating the flight of a bird (Sieroszewski 1902).
Unfortunately there is no detailed informa-
tion about the Bon shaman and his rituals at
the time Buddhism first began to spread
throughout Tibet; he is credited, though, with
the power to perform various feats of magic
and sleight-of-hand, such as making a deer
walk floating above the earth, but his best-
known feat is the flight through the air on his
drum (Stein 1981), a shamanic accomplish-
ment implicit in any instance of celestial travel.
The idea of the shaman’s drum as mount is
common to most societies where shamanism is
practiced. The drumhead is made from the skin
of a reindeer, roebuck, elk, deer, antelope, or
horse, and the shaman rides whatever animal
whose skin was used for his drum; in cultures
where the drumhead is decorated this mount is
one of the figures on the drumhead. At points
in the ritual where the drum has been passed
over to the assistant, the shaman may have to
substitute some other prop for the drum, such
as the two staffs representing a reindeer’s legs in
the Tungus ritual outlined above. And though
the shaman rides through the sky on his drum,

this does not mean that he conceives of the
drum at that moment as a bird; it means rather
that his mount is not earthbound.

On the other hand, where a journey to the
Underworld through water is involved, the
drum may be designated as something more
appropriate to the task; according to an early
twentieth century account, the Chukchee of
northeastern Siberia, for example, referred to
the shaman’s drum as a canoe (Bogoras 1904—
1909), and the Yukagir of Siberia called the
shaman’s drum yalgil, which also means “sea” or
“lake” (a related word yalgide, “to ring [a bell],”
may reveal that the resemblance between the
words for drum and sea is coincidental, or it
may simply recall the fact that there are small
jingles hung inside the drum), and the shaman
on his journey says he “travels through his
drum as through a lake” (Jochelson 1924-
1926). The reason for this association is that
the shaman’s descent into the Underworld in
maritime societies was in fact an underwater
venture. This did not inevitably have the same
result, however, in all maritime societies, for
neither Yupik cauyag “drum” nor Inuit gilaun
(from a root gela, “to invoke spirits, shaman-
ize”) has any connection with water.

The shaman’s assistant is an individual who
has exhibited some potential for becoming a
shaman (through calling by a spirit or sponta-
neous states of ecstasy), and has set out to be
the disciple of an established shaman. In many,
perhaps even most cases, the candidate is not
permitted by the master even to touch the
drum until he reaches a certain stage in his ini-
tiation, so that he must be satisfied with some
substitute such as a drumstick without the
drum. The differences between the role of assis-
tant in the descent to the Underworld ritual
and the Altai Turk ritual as they were reported
may be simply that the Altai Turk shaman’s as-
sistant was a novice, whereas the Tungus
shaman’s assistant had reached a more advanced
level.

Normally we would expect a fully qualified
initiate either to take over his master’s duties
entirely or move on to a new territory, but
there do exist examples where shamans of the
same rank perform side by side. In Korea the
ceremony of exorcism is as a rule performed by
the phansu (a male shaman either blind at birth
or blinded voluntarily), rather than by the mu-
dang, the female shaman. Typically the phansu



performs this ceremony in threes, one of them
intoning the text while the second plays a drum
and the third a brass bell (Lee 1981). In the
east Canadian Inuit autumn ritual pertaining
to the tradition of Sedna, supreme Being and
mistress of the Underworld, the most powerful
shaman, or angatkugq (compare Mongolian
ongun, pl. ongut, the spirit of a shaman inhabit-
ing some material object, generally an idol
made of hide and/or felt, which is hung in the
yurt) leads the action, but he is assisted by three
other shamans (Boas 1964).

The Inuit ceremonies Franz Boas described,
which were held in the summer, took place out
of doors, but those held in the winter were per-
formed in a structure called a gaggi, “singing
house,” specially erected for the purpose
(1964). In Yupik this is gasgig or qaygig, “men’s
community house; steambath house”; this
house was also regularly used for dances and
feasts.

The first part of the Sedna festival as de-
scribed by Boas was a ritual conducted in “a
large hut” and the masked pantomime that is
part of the same festival may be identified with
one that among the Yupik of Alaska occurred
in late October.

Boas did not mention the use of the drum by
the shaman in other rituals he reported, but the
opening of the ceremony held in the singing
house as the Sedna festival began was signaled
by the appearance of the shaman, who took up
his drum and danced and sang to the rhythm
of the drum. It is not specifically stated that the
drummer was a shaman, but Boas did say that
subsequently shamans were heard singing and
praying in house after house, conjuring familiar
spirits to help fight off the evil spirits aroused
by the onset of winter and now active. Cer-
tainly these shamans were involved throughout
this feast, culminating in the appearance of two
“gigantic figures” wearing masks; Boas did not
indicate that these figures were shamans either,
but one of the sources he quotes did (Kumlien

1879; Boas 1964).

Healing Ceremony by an Ainu Shaman

In his account of shamanism among the
Sakhalin Ainu of Japan, Bronislav Pilsudski
(1909, 72-78) described two rituals, the first
for divination, the second for healing a sick
child. In the first ritual the shaman, or
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tusukury (from tusu, “to prophesy,” and kuru,
“person”) was bound hand and foot facing the
participants, and his drum was hung up some
distance from him. Then all the lights were
turned out “to encourage the approach of the
spirits.” Presently the sound of the drum was
heard, a signal that the spirit had arrived. This
spirit had a rod and approached the row of par-
ticipants; whomever he touched with the rod
might ask a question. A positive answer was in-
dicated by hitting the inquirer on the foot or
the ground in front of his foot in a vertical di-
rection; hitting in a horizontal direction indi-
cated a negative answer.

The healing ceremony opened with the
shaman warming his drum over the fire, but
even before he started drumming, strange half-
hissing, half-piping sounds emanated from his
breast. He then beat the drum, first light and
fast, then slower and louder. At this point he
uttered a long series of inhuman sounds, in-
cluding the baying of a dog, barking of a fox,
howling of a wolf, growling of a bear, sounds of
ducks and other birds, and creaking of trees in
a storm.

The helping spirits arrived and circled the
fire; the shaman screamed at the approach of
the evil spirits, and he took a whisk (rakusa,
made from the stems of mugwort and wild
strawberry) and chased after them. He prayed
to the helping spirits to cure the sick child, and
every strophe of the prayer was followed by an
interval of solo drumming, the sound of which
altered from time to time.

Often the shaman held the drum in front of
his face, and the sound he made reverberated
like an echo. He appeared now to be in a state
of trance and ran here and there throughout
the hut, his cries growing stronger. The climax
came when the spirits spoke through him con-
cerning the condition of the sick child; the par-
ticipants heard strangled words, which the
shaman repeated, instructions for what had to
be done to cure the child. At the conclusion of
the ritual he swung the whisk around his head
to clear out the helping spirits, who were no
longer needed, and fastened the whisk to the
underside of his drum in preparation for the
next ritual.

During the Yukagir healing ceremony the
shaman also uttered a series of animal noises, in
a manner similar to that of the Sakhalin Ainu
shaman, including the sounds of a hare,
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cuckoo, stork, owl, diver, wolf, bear, and dog,
all of which were his helping spirits.

The Ainu divination ritual as reported ap-
pears to be independent of the healing ritual,
but it may also have served as a prelude to the
healing ceremony, as in the case of the Barguzin
Tungus healing ceremony (Shirokogoroff
1935). The binding of the Ainu shaman recalls
that of the Inuit shaman in the ritual ascent to
the Upper World, when his hands were fas-
tened behind his back and his neck was tied to
his knees; the veil of secrecy provided by extin-
guishing the lamps in the Ainu ritual is paral-
leled by the use of a curtain to hide the Inuit
shaman from the spectators in both the ritual
just mentioned and in the ritual of descent into
the Underworld (Rasmussen 1929).

John Batchelor, in his 1902 study of the
Ainu of Hokkaidd, reported that the shaman
lost consciousness and was possessed by the
spirits so that he became capable of divination
or prophecy; when this happened he appeared
to be in a state of trance, a condition marked
by tremors, heavy breathing, perspiring, and
sightless though open eyes. All these symptoms
were apparently self-induced without the stim-
ulus of drumming,.

The principal function of the shaman, or an-
gakugq, among the eastern Canadian Inuit was
to find out the reason of sickness and death or
of any other misfortune visiting the natives,
which he did by consulting his zornagq (Inuit
tarniq, Yupik tarneq, “soul,” “spirit”)—a famil-
iar most commonly in the form of a great
bear—in the case of illness presumably to cure
the patient. Boas (1964) made brief reference
to the flight of the shaman with his tornaq to
propitiate a hostile tornaq and to visit Sedna,
mistress of the Underworld (or rather one of
three underworlds), the abode of the dead,
though he made no mention of escorting the
spirits of the dead there. According to several
sources that he quoted, however, it would seem
that another function of the Eskimo angakuq
in general was to visit Sedna, who was, in addi-
tion to her chthonic role (mistress of sea ani-
mals) to persuade her to release some of them
in times when game was scarce. This appears to
belong to a hunting magic tradition that may
predate the other functions of the shaman.

In most reports on the customs and beliefs of
the Eskimos dating from the early 1900s

(among which were those of Rasmussen), no
mention was made of the use of a drum by the
shaman, which led Eliade to conclude that “the
Eskimo shaman lacks ... the drum” (1989,
289) According to certain earlier accounts,
however, dating from the 1800s, the Eskimo
shaman did make use of a drum during the rit-
uals (Mousalimas 1989). This instance and that
of the differences between the practices of the
Ainu shaman in Sakhalin and those in
Hokkaid6 suggest a gradual loss of tradition.

Conclusion: Drumming and Trance
The question arises, then, whether it is possible
for the shaman to enter a state of trance with-
out the aid of drumming. Instances reviewed
where genuine trance was attested all involved
music: drumming, drumming and singing or,
in the absence of a drum, at least rhythmic
choral singing. In a work devoted specifically to
the relationship between music and trance,
Gilbert Rouget (1985) reviewed the theory that
drumming has a neurological effect that may
induce a state of trance and concluded that
though the reaction is by no means sponta-
neous or inevitable, it could occur if the subject
expected such a stimulus to trigger this re-
sponse. In cases where the shaman found this
stimulus did not have the expected result he
might have recourse to some narcotic or intoxi-
cant to bring on the trance; but this would
happen only if a state of trance was the sole
credible way to achieve the objective of the rit-
ual as, for instance, when the shaman is re-
quired to cross into the Underworld.
Otherwise the shaman might either feign a
state of trance or eliminate that particular ritual
from his repertoire.

Roger Finch

See also: Ainu Shamanism; Drums, Shamanic:
Form and Structure; Evenki Shamanism;
Horses; Korean Shamanism; Sakha
Shamanism; Siberian Shamanism; Tibetan
Shamanism; Trance Dance; Trance,
Shamanic; Yupik Shamanism
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DRUMS, SHAMANIC:
FORM AND STRUCTURE

Introduction: Historical Origin
of the Frame Drum
The frame drum historically has been found in
widely separated areas of the world. Sumerian
statuettes portraying women playing frame
drums date from about 2000 B.C.E., and
Egyptian frame drums that have survived date
from 700 B.C.E. The Egyptian frame drums
were of two types: round and square. The
round one was called sar, and the square one
was called #zb. Some of these frame drums, like
some shaman’s drums, were very large. A round
frame drum from a relief of the Twenty-Second
Dynasty (950-730 B.C.E.) measures over a me-
ter in diameter (Farmer 1997). Varieties of
frame drums may also be seen on large stone
slabs in Hittite temples or friezes. For example,
frieze no. 1 in the Ethnological Museum,
Ankara, shows a pair of kudum, a kind of frame
drum, and frieze no. 10 shows a frame drum
with jingles inside at the top (tambourine). In
the orthostat frieze from the palace of King
Barrekup (late Hittite, eighth century B.C.E.),
now in the Archaeological Museum, Istanbul,
there are two musicians playing frame drums.
The first representations of frame drums in
India occur in the sculptures of Bharhut
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(second century B.C.E.), Sanchi (first—second
centuries B.C.E.) (Deva 1978), and Amaravati
(first century B.C.E.—second century C.E.) (Har-
iharan and Kuppuswamy 1985). The Vedas,
the most ancient and revered scriptures in In-
dia, held by most Western scholars to date from
towards the beginning of the first millennium
B.C.E., mention several drums. Beside the
bhumi dundubhi (“pit drum” or “pot drum”)
and dundubhi (a bowl-shaped drum, or kettle-
drum) occur the names dambara and lambara.
These drums are unknown, and there is no de-
scription of them in the text (Deva 1978), but
from the names it is possible to connect these
drums with the Sumerian dapa, Egyptian ab,
and, in the Semitic languages, Akkadian azapu,
Hebrew zof, and Arabic daff; most of which
have been identified as frame drums.

The single-headed frame drum had its origin
in Siberia and was probably from the first a
shaman’s ritual object or instrument. Its size
would have been determined by the materials
from which it was constructed, the earliest
form consisting simply of the skin of a deer or
elk or a similar animal stretched over a frame of
green sapling bent into a hoop. Primitive
drums of this type are still extant among cer-
tain Indian tribes of western North America.

Unfortunately there are no surviving exam-
ples of such frame drums in Siberia dating
from an early period. Although petroglyphs
discovered in Mongolia depict a number of cul-
tural items such as weaponry and carts, there
are no representations of drums or other musi-
cal instruments or even figures that may be
identified as shamans, as in the case of the
famed Paleolithic wall painting of a shaman
found at Lascaux in France.

Early Sumerian Frame Drums

The earliest representations we have of the
frame drum, then, are those from Sumer. The
Sumerians may have brought the frame drum
out of central Asia with them. It was at one time
thought that they were the original inhabitants
of lower Mesopotamia, but research in the study
of proper names shows that many place names
in Sumer are not Sumerian words but belong to
an earlier people (called Proto-Euphrateans) of
unknown origin and linguistic affiliation. It is
now believed that the Sumerians migrated into
Mesopotamia in the second half of the fourth
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millennium B.C.E. from somewhere in the re-
gion of the Caspian Sea, possibly from a city-
state named Aratta. Hence, it is thought that
the Sumerians belong to that broad cultural
continuum that extended from the Caucasus
area eastward through Central Asia into Siberia.

As early as the third millennium B.C.E.,
Egypt and Ethiopia, known as Magan and
Meluhha respectively, were mentioned in
Sumerian texts. By the time of Sargon the
Great, the founder of the powerful dynasty of
Akkad, the influence of Sumer was felt from
India to Egypt, and Sargon may even have sent
his armies into Egypt, Ethiopia, and India. So
far, Semitic equivalents for the Egyptian name
for one kind of frame drum, tab, have been at-
tested to only in Akkadian, Hebrew, and Ara-
bic, and the Akkadian appears to be a borrow-
ing from Sumerian. If a common Semitic or
Afro-Asiatic root cannot be recovered, then it is
likely that the frame drum, along with the
Sumerian name for it, came into Egypt as one
of the culture items borrowed from Sumer.

It is not clear from the Sumerian representa-
tions of the frame drum whether it had any
function other than that of a rthythm instru-
ment. It is not possible to say if it was by origin
a shaman’s drum because no evidence exists of
shamanic elements in the Sumerian religion.
However, there is a legend that King Etano of
Kish, the first ruler of Sumer whose deeds are
recorded, ascended into heaven with the aid of
an eagle to obtain the “gland of birth,” a legend
that has a strong shamanistic air. Magical prac-
tices as outlined in Sumerian texts have been
compared to the healing and exorcist rituals of
the Altaic and Uralic shaman (Lenormant
1877). The descent of Lemminkainen into
Death’s Domain (Lénnnot 1967), obviously
the account of the familiar shamanist journey
into the Underworld, has its parallel in the
Sumerian accounts of the descent of the god-
dess Inanna into the Underworld realm ruled
by her sister Ereshkigal and in the Gilgamesh
Epic account of the descent of Enkidu to re-
trieve the pukku (drum) and mikku (drumstick)
fashioned by Inanna from the wood of the
huluppu tree (perhaps a willow) she planted,
which had fallen into that same death’s domain
(Kramer 1963).

In any case, if the Sumerians brought a
shaman’s drum with them, they brought a form
with jingles on it, for it is in this same general
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area that the tambourine spread, in the hands
of dancers, westward into Europe and through
North Africa and eastward into India.

Early Frame Drums in the Americas

From south India the frame drum was carried
to the east coast of southern Africa. The frame
drum spread at a very early date from Siberia
and then in successive waves into North Amer-
ica; it can be noted that innovations that arose
in Siberia later are found on the other side of
the Bering Strait closer and closer to Siberia in
order of appearance, with the earliest ones be-
ing found closest to Siberia.

South America presents a special case, for the
sound-producing adjuncts appear to have pre-
ceded the drum itself or to have completely su-
perseded it; the typical rhythm instrument
which was as a rule used by the shaman was the
gourd rattle. At a later period, when the frame
drum made an appearance in South America,
transmitted there probably by a more direct sea
route, a second face was added to the frame
drum in Peru so that the drum could contain
pebbles or other sound-producing material,
thus turning the drum into a kind of rattle. In
Chile, a native kettledrum was so modified in
form that it came to resemble the broad but
shallow drum of Siberia that was its model.

Functions of the Shaman’s Drum
The shaman’s drum is still used currently; it has
many functions. It serves as the shamans’
“mount,” on which they ride to the Upper
World or the realm of spirits, the hole through
which they descend into the Netherworld, or a
net in which they catch spirits. The principal
function of the drum is through the repeated
sound of its rhythm to produce in the shamans
a heightened state of consciousness, or a state of
ecstasy (Rouget 1985). As a rule, the shamans
themselves play the drum and use it to measure
the pace of their singing or dancing. But there
are also cultures in which the shaman’s disciples
or assistants may either accompany the shaman
on other instruments or may take over the
drumming on another drum if the shaman
stops playing. This generally happens when the
shaman falls into a trance or a trancelike state.
The instruments used by the assistants vary
from culture to culture. It hardly matters what
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Yenisei Ostyak shaman's drum, back side.

(Adapted from Georg Nioradze, 1925, Der
Schamanismus bei den sibirischen Volkern
[Stuttgart: Strecker & Schroder])

these instruments are, for they have no signifi-
cance for the shamanic ritual other than their
sound-producing capacity. But we find in some
cases that the shamans themselves do not use a
drum but some other instrument, such as the
gopuz, a stringed instrument of the lute type.
What has undoubtedly happened in such cases
is that the shamans have taken over an instru-
ment originally used by their assistants. Possi-
bly the drums fell into disuse because the role
of music maker was taken over by the assis-
tants, and then the shamans came to use the
secondary instruments themselves whenever
the assistants were not present or when they
had no assistant. This would happen where
shamanism suffered a decline.

In cases where the substitute instrument is not
a drum, it is easy to recognize that the instru-
ment is a substitute for the shaman’s drum, but
when it is another type of drum, not a frame
drum, the substitute drum may come to be re-
garded as a variety of, or development of, an ear-
lier shaman’s drum, even in cases where it is not.

Korean Shamanism

Particular problems exist with respect to the
shaman’s drum in Korean shamanism because in
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Chukchee shaman's drum. (Adapted from
Georg Nioradze, 1925, Der Schamanismus bei
den sibirischen Vélkern [Stuttgart: Strecker &
Schréder])

Korea the female shaman, the mudang, far out-
numbers and occupies a far more important
place in the practice of shamanism at the pre-
sent time than the paksu, or male shaman.
Drumming has been relegated to the kitae, a
musical specialist female shaman who assists the
mudang, thus leaving her freedom in her dance.
The changgu, the principal drum, is a large
hour-glass shaped drum; the ends are sixty to
ninety centimeters in diameter and are covered
with hide (Huhn 1980, 26; Lee 1981, 88).
Among the traditional Chinese drums, there are
drums of this size, but they are barrel drums,
not hourglass drums; there are hourglass drums
among the traditional Japanese drums, but they
are all small drums. The Korean changgu is a
stationary drum, unlike the usual shaman’s
drum, and the kitae sits to play it. Its origin is
the damaru of India, Tibet, and ancient Chinese
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Turkestan. The Korean changgu is thus not de-
rived from the familiar shaman’s drum of
Siberia but is a substitute for it.

During the ceremony to honor the dead an-
cestors, the female shaman shakes a set of jin-
gles called w#lsae. This instrument consists of a
metal grip with several metal mirrors, each
about ten to thirtheen centimeters in diameter,
suspended from each end. Jingles are a frequent
adjunct to the shaman’s drum in Siberia, but
they are used apart from the drum. A small
double-headed drum, called puk, consisting of
a wooden frame with cow skin stretched over
it, is used primarily by the male shaman while
chanting. A round or oval wicker basket,
tongkoli, is sounded when the female shaman
calls out the spirits of the dead (Lee 1981, 32,
88, 91, 104). Either of these may be derived
from the original shaman’s drum in Korea. Fi-
nally, there is a small round drum with handle,
called soku (small drum) or suku (hand drum),
similar to the Japanese wuchiwa-daiko, with a
drumhead made of cowhide or sheepskin, used
in instrumental groups and by dancers; it is not
mentioned in the sources whether or not this
drum is also a shaman’s drum.

According to Mircea Eliade, the Lamaist
drum of Tibet influenced the shape not only of
the Siberian shaman’s drum but also that of the
Eskimo and Chukchee shaman’s drums. The
latter, however, are single-headed drums with a
handle, and they resemble the phyed rnga, “half
drum,” of the “black Bon” shaman of Tibet,
rather than the double-headed drum of the
Buddhist lama. Furthermore, such drums have
been attested to in use in the Arctic and North
America, in Java, Yugoslavia, and India, and
hence are not so limited in distribution that
they may be traced to a single source.

There is a great difference between a single-
headed drum such as the Siberian shaman’s
drum, which may be held easily in one hand by
a dancer, even without a grip in back, and one
with a handle, whether single-headed or dou-
ble-headed, which may be held just as easily.
The Tibetan religious dances, like the dance of
the Korean female shaman, are performed to
the accompaniment of an orchestra consisting
of various instruments. There is a formal divi-
sion of function between a dancer or group of
dancers and a musician or group of musicians;
thus it is less likely that the Lamaist drum rep-
resents an original shaman’s drum or is derived
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from it than that it originates from some inde-
pendent source.

In conclusion, the frame drum has an an-
cient origin and is found worldwide. The sin-
gle-headed frame drum originated in Siberia
and was most likely associated with shamanic
activity. However, the earliest representations of
frame drums are from Sumer, where the associ-
ation with shamanism is unclear, with the ex-
ception of some legends. The spread of the
Siberian single-headed frame drum can be
shown by its diffusion into North and possibly
South America.

The shaman’s drum functions principally to
help the shaman achieve an altered state of con-
sciousness where he can have contact with spir-
its. Often other instruments may be used in a
shamanic ceremony, usually by the shaman’s as-
sistant. Changes have been noted in the use of
the drum by the shaman, either due to a differ-
ent origin or a different cultural construction
placed upon it, as is the case in Korea. How-
ever, in general, the single-headed frame drum,
with variations, has been associated worldwide
with the practice of shamanism.

Roger Finch

See also: Animal Symbolism (Asia); Chepang
Shamanism; Deer Imagery and Shamanism;
Drumming in Shamanistic Rituals; Evenki
Shamanism; Finno-Ugric Shamanism;
Khakass Shamanism; Korean Shamanism;
Tibetan Shamanism
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ECOLOGY AND SHAMANISM
Throughout the varied forms of shamanism in
diverse cultures worldwide, both male and fe-
male shamans cultivate intense, intimate, and
transforming relationships with local lands, an-
imals, and life forms, and it is these relation-
ships that are referred to when ecology and
shamanism are discussed. We need to note that
shamanism is not a distinctive religion that
unites strikingly different shaman-healers across
cultures, but rather that the term shamanism
suggests shared patterns of expression evident
in the relationships of these ecstatic practition-
ers with self, society, and environment. These
shared expressions can be seen as simply result-
ing, at least in some cases, from the intimacy of
interaction of small-scale societies with their
environments. Similarly, a basic impulse, which
might be called an ecological imagination in
the human family, may cause individuals to re-
late to local environments in innovative and
creative ways.

The forces associated with a shaman’s turning
into an animal, linking community identity to
sacred sites, and calling together the spiritual
beings that dwell in the surrounding territory
mark activities strongly related to ecology.
Whereas aspects of a shaman’s traditional envi-
ronmental knowledge such as plant, animal,
and weather knowledge correspond to the em-
pirical knowledge of scientific ecology, these ac-
tivities more clearly manifest culturally con-
structed religious ecologies. Religious ecologies
involve seeing the environment as animistic, in-
terdependent, and formative of personal and
community identities. Found within many
small-scale, indigenous communities, the heal-
ing and divining arts of shamans present a range
of unique individual expressions of culturally
specific religious ecologies, the understanding of
which demands a reexamination of animism.

As Nurit Bird-David suggested (1999), the
concept of animism needs to be revisited for
what it has to tell of the strikingly relational
character of environmental knowledge evident
in shamanism. Knowing spirit presences in the
local environment, for example, is not simply a
subjective experience that draws shamans away,
or alienates them, from their community.
Rather, power presences within the environ-
ment are understood as persons with whom
one establishes relationships entailing privileges
and obligations similar to personhood within
the human community. As spirit persons, these
presences take form in imaginative perfor-
mances, express desires, undertake willful ac-
tions, and are capable of communication.
Shamanic rituals are distinctive occasions in
which communities talk with the more-than-
human persons in the cosmos. Moreover, a
shaman’s ecstatic performance brings to life his
or her knowledge of the world in which a logic
of interactive need and relatedness draws to-
gether these communities of beings. A shaman’s
rituals often interrelate the powerful persons of
the bush with the village community in order
to transform situations of need such as illness,
loss, and anxiety.

Shamans also function within the social and
psychological boundaries of their societies. This
is evident, for example, in their use of kinship
terms to describe their relationships with spirits
in all the cosmological realms. They develop
symbolic expressions of their visionary encoun-
ters within the context of culturally constructed
cosmologies, cosmologies that interrelate local
bioregions with the shamans’ inner psychologi-
cal experiences of spirit persons. This mutually
reflexive and creative flow between shamans,
their communities, and the powerful persons of
the cosmos, then, activates an animistic episte-
mology, a relational knowing as if between dis-
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tinct persons, and a religious ecology that
stresses the interrelationship of community, lo-
cal environment, and the larger cosmos.

This investigation of shamanism and ecology
focuses on the ways in which shamans function
in terms of three aspects of life: the external en-
vironment, for example, of mountains, rivers,
and biodiversity; an inner experiential land-
scape that resonates with the animate world
surrounding the human community; and a re-
alized, or functional, cosmology that weaves to-
gether the outer environment of other-than-hu-
man persons and the shaman’s inner psychic
world. As will be evident in the examples be-
low, the external environment, the inner psy-
chic world of the shaman, and the generative
significance of a people’s cosmology cannot be
neatly separated out from one another for
analysis. Rather, they mutually inform and im-
plicate one another in the holistic lifeways of
shamanic cultures, even though they can be
identified as distinct dimensions of shamanism
(Grim 2001, xxxiii-xxxix).

In his now classic study of the fishing and
reindeer-herding Evenki peoples of the Central
Siberian Plateau, Arkadii Anisimov (1963) de-
scribed the shaman’s tent and ritual as a “fenc-
ing” of Evenki country, so as to protect it from
the harmful spirit attacks of Underworld beings
and of neighboring shamans. In effect, the rit-
ual configures zones of symbolic activities that
manifest the Evenki cosmology of a tripartite
world. The shaman’s tent is in the middle re-
gion, the earth, environment of humans, with
an eastern gallery as the celestial realm and a
western gallery as the Underworld. The cosmo-
logical symbolism of the realms is evident to
the Evenki. Thus, the eastern gallery has living
green-leafed larch trees that are turned upside
down with their roots on top as if anchored in
the celestial world. Wooden plaques present
spirit images of reindeer and pike symbolically
swimming in the Milky Way as river, plaques
that are planted in the ground as guardians of
this celestial region. Dead larch trees in the
western gallery have their roots pointing down
to the netherworld with wooden images of
spirit birds and ancestral figures that guard the
path to the departed. This western gallery,
moreover, has multiple wooden board images
of eelpouts, elk, stags, salmon trout, and larch
trees with birds on top, all arranged in the form
of a fish weir to capture any dangerous wolf

spirits sent by neighboring shamans to attack
the Evenki during the shaman’s ritual.

The shaman’s tent set on the human earth
level has a central larch tree, a fire at its base,
and a raft-seat for the shaman with wooden-
plaque images of salmon flanked by attending
representations of knives, spears, and fish other
than pike. In this setting of the external earth
environment, the shaman invokes personal
forces associated with becoming an animal and
undertakes therapeutic journeys to heal mem-
bers of the community who are ill. Along with
healing symbolism, the shaman marshals con-
siderable military might in the form of spirit-
animal legions to oppose dangerous intruders
into the external environment of the Evenki.

The shaman may symbolically move through
all three realms during his ritual performance
while he sits on the raft drumming and invok-
ing his spirits. As these animal spirits appear,
the shaman ritually places them in the wooden
images, thus empowering them to guard the
land and the people. When his major animal
spirit, or khargi, appears, the shaman increas-
ingly identifies with this powerful and intimate
spirit presence. Traveling to the celestial regions
and the Underworld as his khargi, the shaman
repeatedly returns to the local region with heal-
ing for the patient. In the same way, he returns
with stories of his encounters with spirits and
deities of the other regions. His stories and rit-
ual performances evoke even more bird, mam-
mal, and fish spirit-watchmen, who increas-
ingly form a stockade, or fencing, that reaches
through the air and across mountains and
ridges on behalf of the people and land. These
guardian spirits reside in rivers and local bodies
of water to guard the people. As long as the
shaman lives, these spirit forces stand guard
over the land and the people. Should the
shaman die, a cultural anxiety arises until a new
shaman can reestablish this protective spiritual
fencing. The animistic knowledge of the
Evenki shaman, therefore, draws on a complex
religious ecology that connects animal symbol-
ism, military guardedness, and healing journeys
so as to protect the people in their earth envi-
ronment.

Understanding the ways in which shamans
place spirit beings in the environment in con-
junction with their personal inner, psychic vi-
sions and journeys has opened remarkable new
insights into shamanism and ecology. Helpful



in this effort has been the work of Juha Pen-
tikdinen in describing the cognitive mapping of
the cosmos within, as is accomplished by ma-
ture shamans. Typically this inner topography
of mental states corresponds to the external en-
vironment. This correspondence is often made
manifest in shamans’ rituals using layered sym-
bolisms drawing associations between their ini-
tiating call experiences, local landforms, and
body parts of assisting animals. The topo-
graphic sophistication and beauty of these in-
ner mappings are often embodied in shamanic
ricuals. These ritual enactments of interior
states are often the means for dialogue with the
powerful beings of the land. One classic expres-
sion of this mapping of the inner landscape,
with the external environment into a shaman’s
ritual, can be found in the narratives of the
Lakota wicasa wakan, or shaman, Nicholas
Black Elk.

Black ElK’s great vision at the age of nine was
told to John Neihardt in 1931, when Black Elk
was sixty-eight. The clarity of his narration of
the sequence of visionary events suggests the
indelible nature of the vision. Black Elk’s acute
mapping of his inner, visionary topography
connects directly to the local geography of the
Black Hills, which are sacred to the Lakota. In
one section of his vision Black Elk described re-
ceiving a daybreak star herb. He recalled the
two male spirits who came to him, saying:

“Behold the center of the earth for we are tak-
ing you there.” As I looked I could see great
mountains with rocks and forests on them. I
could see all colors of light flashing out of the
mountains toward the four quarters. Then
they took me on top of a high mountain
where I could see all over the earth. Then
they told me to take courage for they were
taking me to the center of the earth. . . .

Two men came and stood right in front of
us and the west black spirit said: “Behold
them, for you shall depend upon them.”
Then as we stood there the daybreak star
stood between the two men from the east. . . .
They had an herb in their hands and they
gave it to me saying: “Behold this; with this
on earth you shall undertake anything and ac-
complish it.” As they presented the herb to
me they told me to drop it on earth and when
it hit the earth it took root and grew and
flowered. You could see a ray of light coming
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from the flower, reaching the heavens, and all
the creatures of the universe saw this light.

(DeMallie 1984, 134)

Black Elk eventually narrated his experiences
to a shaman, Black Road, who assisted him in
reenacting his vision for his people. As Black
Elk further pondered his visionary experiences,
he undertook a traditional Lakota vision quest,
during which he received a vision from the
Thunderers causing him to join with other
heyoka, sacred clown, visionaries. Having ex-
panded his spiritual knowledge, Black Elk was
culturally and spiritually equipped to begin
mapping his experience of being at the center
of the world, and to understand the placement
of the daybreak star herb in both his inner vi-
sionary world and the local Lakota lands.

Finding the daybreak star herb entailed more
than Black Elk’s simply searching for the place
where he had dropped the herb from his vision
into the northern plains of the Missouri River.
Rather, locating the herb meant aligning his
own visionary experiences of personal centering
with the Lakota spiritual world of wakan be-
ings, or power persons. Cognitive awareness of
his vision, its purpose, and the Great Plains lo-
cation of the actual herb joined with a deeply
affective, felt understanding of the interrelation
of these components as a relational epistemol-

ogy. Black Elk described it in these words:

One day I invited One Side to come over and
eat with me. I told him I had seen an herb in
my dream and we should go out and look for
it. . .. That morning we got on our horses
and went out in search of this herb. We got
on top of a big hill and saw a place and knew
this was in the vicinity of the place that I had
seen in my vision. We sat down and began to
sing the song I had sung in the first vision:
“In a sacred manner they are sending voices
to you,” etc. When we finished singing this
song, down toward the west I could see mag-
pies, crows, chicken hawks and eagles swarm-
ing around a certain place. I looked over to
One Side and said: “Friend, right there is the
herb.” (DeMallie 1984, 235)

The affirmation by the creatures circling
around the herb linked place, plant, and Black
ElK’s vision experiences. The birds signaled
both this cognitive awareness and deeply affec-
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tive knowledge by which Black Elk had
mapped his vision onto the land. These modes
of sensual and intellectual knowing enabled
Black Elk to connect his inner visionary land-
scape with his Lakota people’s land as well as
with the invisible and powerful wakan realm,
so as to be able to respond to the human world
of need. This mapping of the visionary day-
break star herb with the actual plant was the fi-
nal preparation for Black Elk to begin his work
as a healer and adviser to his people.

These examples manifest a realized, or func-
tional, cosmology in which the story, or under-
standing transmitted in oral narratives of the
all-pervasive powers of the cosmos, is woven
both into the local environment and into the
daily activities and material culture of the com-
munity. Shamans exemplify, but are not neces-
sarily the sole religious figures associated with,
the realization of cosmological power. The so-
phistication and skill with which shamans acti-
vate these therapeutic and inspirational rela-
tionships with more-than-human forces is
amplified and expanded throughout the diverse
ethnography on shamanism. A prominent
characteristic in many cultural settings is the
manner in which shamans become cosmic per-
sons aligned with the powerful persons of their
visions and dreams. In these roles shamans are
believed capable of traveling in cosmic realms,
of sustaining social order and environmental
balance, and of penetrating into hidden per-
sonal, social and cosmic realms.

In her studies of the Wana people of Central
Sulawesi, Indonesia, Jane Atkinson focused on
the shamanic drumming ceremony called
mabolong, at which the shaman calls an extraor-
dinary crowd of spirit presences. Conversing
with these powerful persons, the shaman speaks
in esoteric and ordinary language styles that
both conceal secrets of these presences and sub-
tly reveal relationships that empower the
shaman. Atkinson describes the profound in-
terrelationship of person, environment, and
cosmos according to Wana shamanship:

The person, like the cosmos, possesses hidden
as well as accessible dimensions. What is
more, the hidden aspects of the person inter-
act with the hidden aspects of the world be-
yond the person. Shamans alone can mediate
that interaction. Because the well-being of a
person is dependent on the behavior of others,

both spirits and humans through their actions
can intentionally or unintentionally disrupt
one’s state of health. A person’s well-being rests
on a fragile assemblage of hidden elements:
when these elements are concentrated in their
proper places, the person thrives; when they
are dispersed, the person grows weak and sick.
In this sense the person and the polity are ho-
mologous. Like a person, the Wana homeland
prospered when “knowledge,” “power,” and
“wealth” were concentrated at their source, but
when these elements departed for the “end of
the earth,” this prosperity declined. Only
when these elements are reassembled at their
origin will the homeland recover, like a patient
whose soul parts have been restored. (Atkin-
son 1989, 119)

Thus, Wana shamans model a remarkable
cosmological gaze in their sensitivity to the lo-
cal environment. Their thaumaturgical display
of cosmological power evokes the collective
spirit elements from the “ends of the earth” in
order to restore individual, community, and en-
vironmental harmony. This activation of cos-
mological forces is also evident in healing by
Temiar spirit mediums of Central Malaysia.

In her work, Marina Roseman (1991) de-
scribed the ways in which the soul of a flower,
bird, animal, or mountain in the rainforest de-
taches from its outward form and appears to
the roaming head-soul of a dreaming Temiar
spirit medium. Gifting the human dreamer
with a song, the spirit guide sets in motion the
potential for the healer to identify illness agents
that also come to individuals from the rainfor-
est environment as detached, disorderly spiri-
tual elements. It is the healer’s task to move the
cosmos back into harmony by performing
dream-songs that transmit the cool, spiritual
liquid called kahyek, which combines the inner
force of foliage, rivers, rain, and dew. For the
Temiar, singing embodies this transformative
process, clearly demonstrating how healers
align themselves with culturally determined
cosmological forces to respond to individual,
community, and environmental needs.

Describing a similar act of alignment, within
a totally different cultural setting, Johannes
Wilbert (1993) wrote of the wishiratu, Warao
shamans of the Orinoco River delta in Guiana.
These shamans work with fire, tobacco, mag-
nificently crafted rattles, and quartz crystals
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maintaining the light, mehokohi, in the chests
of the living by traveling the spiritual roads of
Warao cosmology to negotiate with the power-
ful spirits. The Warao sense of a “participatory
universe” provides the context in which their
shamans weave their own inner revelatory expe-
riences with the warp and weft of cultural life-
way and local environment.

John A. Grim

See also: Animal Symbolism (Asia); Celtic
Shamanism; Central and South American
Shamanism; Evenki Shamanism; Ghost
Dance and Prophet Dance; Indonesian
Shamanism; Lakota Shamanism
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ENTHEOGENS (PSYCHEDELIC
DRUGS) AND SHAMANISM

The term entheogen was initially proposed to
free the study of shamanism and comparative
religion from the pejorative connotations asso-
ciated with terms like hallucinogen and psyche-
delic. Introduced in 1979, it is now widely ac-
cepted, both within professional disciplines and
in common usage, as a more appropriate term
than those words that imply that the visionary
religious experience that results from the inges-
tion of the substance is illusory or otherwise in-
authentic (Ott 1993, 104). Entheogens are “vi-
sion-producing drugs that figure in shamanic
or religious rites” (Ruck et al. 1979, 146).
Combining the ancient Greek adjective entheos
(inspired, animate with deity) and the verbal
root in genesis (becoming), it signifies “some-
thing that causes the divine to reside within
one.” The ingestion of entheogens makes the
celebrant consubstantial with the deity, provid-
ing a communion and shared existence mediat-
ing between the human and the Divine. The
word’s strong spiritual implications make it a
useful and accurate term for describing the his-
torical-cultural role of such sacred foods in the
study of religions. Entheobotany investigates a
culture’s use of psychoactive plants within a sa-
cred context. It relies upon aspects of anthro-
pology, ethnology, psychology, philosophy,
folklore and mythology studies, theology, and
interdisciplinary methodologies.

An entheogen is any substance that, when
ingested, catalyzes or generates an altered state
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of consciousness deemed to have spiritual sig-
nificance. Like shamanism itself, entheogenic
spirituality is dependent upon, and defined by,
this induction of altered states of consciousness.
Altered states of consciousness are often consid-
ered indispensable to such typical shamanic
practices as diagnosis, curing, soul retrieval, and
communication with ancestor and nature spir-
its (Winkelman 2000). In myth, they are an in-
tegral element in the basic story of the hero or
heroine who founds the pathways of communi-
cation between the human and the divine, and
they are viewed as validating the community’s
spiritual life (Schultes and Hofmann 1979).

Richard Rudgley and others have noted
that, to the degree that present cultures do not
value altered states of consciousness, they are
aberrations, “out of step with the entire record
of human experience” (Rudgley 1993, 172).
As a product of just such an aberrant culture,
modern scholarship has largely ignored the sig-
nificance of altered states of consciousness and
the means by which they are accessed, often
dismissing them instead as the result of primi-
tive spiritual instincts or mental illness
(Harner 1973).

Although the present sociopolitical environ-
ment has marginalized the central role of en-
theogenic substances in the study of religion
and culture, this situation has begun to change.
Much of the shift in attitude can be traced,
ironically, to the same popular “psychedelic”
movement, beginning in the 1950s, which fed a
prejudice against these substances in academic
and medical research. It has been pointed out,
however, that members of the first generation of
academics to take serious account of the role of
entheogens were taking their university training
during the 1960s (Devereux 1997).

The academic study of the entheogens is a
comparatively recent phenomenon, as is recog-
nition of them as a basic formative influence in
the shaping of cultures (Schultes and Hofmann
1979). It is now widely accepted that en-
theogens represent one of the most direct, pow-
erful, reliable, and ancient means of inducing
“authentic” shamanic altered states of con-
sciousness. Entheogens may, in fact, be the only
reliable way of inducing the often extreme al-
teration of consciousness commonly associated
with ecstatic shamanic states.

When the entheogenic sacrament is taken,
mythopoetic traditions are relived and rein-
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fused with profound immediacy and power.
The entire congregation becomes sacralized,
making its members worthy to be in the pres-
ence of Divinity, and of the subsequent gnostic
vision that validates the culture’s theology.

Entheogenic epiphany is commonly de-
scribed as a state where all distinctions and
boundaries between the individual and the
metaphysical realm dissolve into a mystical
and consubstantial communion with the Di-
vine. Thus, this ecstatic experience is inter-
preted as a pure and primal Consciousness,
which brings the individual into direct contact
with the root of being. Shamanic practices as-
cribe highest importance to the regular access
to such transcendental states; this point of
contact with divine influence ensures the
undisturbed continuation of natural cycles and
protects against the potential dangers of unap-
peased or neglected gods or spirits. The en-
theogenic experience, though inexplicable in
mundane language, is often considered more
real and vibrant than ordinary consciousness
(Schultes and Hofmann 1979).

Since shaman, entheogen, and deity come to
share a common identity, all three become con-
substantial, with both the human and the god
or gods acquiring attributes of the ingested
botanical agent that brought them together.
(Ruck and Staples 1995). Weston La Barre
(1972) concluded that the ecstasy-driven
shamanic Ur-religion followed a cultural pro-
gramming that inclined it to pursue the en-
theogenic effects of plants. Eliade’s early opin-
ion, retracted shortly before his death, that
these plants represented a late and decadent
form of shamanism was a profound error (Ott
1993), contributing to decades of academic
marginalization.

The Entheogenic Roots of Religion

With the emergence of Neanderthal culture
about 60,000 years ago, we find evidence of the
specialized knowledge of medicinal plants
linked to the burial of an apparent shaman fig-
ure at the Shanidar cave in Iraq. It seems clear
that our rapidly evolving ancestors, at the very
origin of the species, developed shamanic reli-
gious and ritual structures around chemically
altered states of consciousness. The very impe-
tus for human religiosity may well have origi-
nated in the awe felt by these earliest humans
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after initial “accidental” ingestion of en-
theogenic foodstuffs (Wasson et al. 1986; La
Barre 1972; Schultes and Hofmann 1979;
McKenna 1992; Winkelman 1996). The fact
that cross-culturally the use of entheogens de-
clines as social and political complexity in-
creases (Dobkin de Rios 1984; Winkelman
1996) supports the hypothesis that entheogens
were an important, and perhaps even necessary,
primal fundament for the development of
shamanism.

Recognition of the powerful spiritual forces
that seemed to reside within these special
plants would inevitably have become funda-
mental knowledge for the group. The gifted vi-
sionaries most adept at eliciting and enduring
the experience would be enlisted as what we
now call the shamans, and entrusted with es-
tablishing and managing the pathways of com-
munication, appeasing and attempting to con-
trol the spiritual forces through ritual
enactments and proscriptions. Experiences of
contact gave rise to various myths, and further
experimentation produced a sophisticated tra-
dition of entheobotanical lore. Such a scenario
would have been repeated innumerable times,
with traditions sometimes diffusing rapidly,
while elsewhere remaining isolated.

Archaeological evidence suggests that en-
theogenic plants have been employed by hu-
mans since the most remote antiquity. All
around the globe, evidence of prehistoric and
shamanic use of entheogenic plants has been
uncovered, from the 4,000-year-old mescal
beans (Sophora segundiflora) found along the
Rio Grande river basin and the cache of ancient
peyote cacti (Lophophora williamsii) found in
Texas to the mushroom stones (and related ce-
ramics) of Mesoamerica, China, and Paleolithic
Old Europe and the so-called mead-drinking
Venus of Laussel, dating from the Upper Pale-
olithic.

Some of the earliest and most striking indi-
cations of the shamanic use of entheogens
comes from the petroglyphs of the Tassili
plateau in the southern Algerian desert, dating
from between about 20,000 to 7,000 years ago.
One is explicitly a shamanic figure with the
face of a bee and mushrooms sprouting all over
his body, indicating his consubstantiality with
the spirit of the fungal entheogen. Another
portrays individuals running with mushrooms
in their hands.

113

A shamanic figure with the face of a bee and
mushrooms sprouting all over his body. Tassili
Plateau, Algeria. (Courtesy of Kathleen
Harrison)

Still other examples of rock art identifying
the painter with the entheogen occur in the
Americas, such as the Panther Cave site in
Texas, where the humanoid figures are clearly
botanical, each having a cactus body with a fo-
liaged arm, bearing thorn apple (Datura)
fruits. In Siberia, where Amanita muscaria is
still known and shamanically used in the
twenty-first century, Bronze Age petroglyphs
depict mushrooms and mushroom-spirits.
Similarly archaic figures have been found else-
where in Siberia, Scandinavia, Denmark, and
around the world (Devereux 1997). Linguistic
evidence for Siberian mushroom inebriation
goes back at least 7,000 years (Wasson et al.
1986). In addition to the common “mush-
room-stones’ of pre-Hispanic Mesoamerica,
figurines of shamans occur portrayed beneath
the canopy of their fungal entheogen. Cross-
culturally the artistic expression of shamanic
visionary experience associated with en-
theogens is common.
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Male Figure with Dog, 200 B.C.E.~500 C.E.
Mexico, Nayarit. (Los Angeles County Museum
of Art, The Proctor Stafford Collection)

Although this evidence is geographically scat-
tered, there is a growing body of compelling
data indicating that entheogens were an inte-
gral aspect of ancient rituals of shamanism, as
they are in many primal cultures today. The
cultural and ritual forms observed today proba-
bly resemble closely those of tens of thousands
of years ago, and it is likely these entheogenic
ritual forms have persisted in some places into
the present without significant interruption.
On the basis of Wasson’s findings, La Barre
concluded that the entheogenic mushroom
cults of the proto-Indo-European, Uralic, and
Paleo-Siberian peoples were of sufficient antiq-
uity to make Old and New World traditions
ethnographically related. Hence he argued for
the “very great antiquity of man’s ritual utiliza-
tion of plants with psychotomimetic proper-
ties” (La Barre 1972, 270).

Though the importance of foods and dietary
changes is widely accepted in contemporary
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evolutionary theory, the specific biochemical
mechanisms of genetic mutation remain un-
known, as does the evolutionary role of psy-
choactive substances. These unique plants, in
fact, may have played a significant role in hu-
man evolution, both physically, in offering se-
lective advantages such as strength, endurance,
and improved visual acuity, and due to their
marked effects on cognition, which probably
lent important stimulus to the emergence of
the human capacity for abstract reasoning,
symbolic thought, and language, as well as
stimulating the religious capacities that distin-
guish our species (Dobkin de Rios 1984; Dev-
ereux 1997; McKenna 1992).

Anthropologically, humans are “tricksters.”
That is, we are the animal characterized by the
“tricks” it plays, with minor technological ad-
vances leading to major selective advantages.
These technological tricks are a product of
what is called abstraction reasoning, and our
success as a species has resulted from accumu-
lating and improving these tricks. It has been
suggested that the intentional, continuing, and
long-term use of these plant teachers is pre-
cisely the kind of trick that might account for
the scientifically baffling sudden evolution of
the protohuman neocortex between about one
and two million years ago (McKenna 1992).

It is possible, too, that the human capacity
for ecstatic integrative experience may have
evolved in furtherance of the procreative sex
drive. The mystical trance is often experienced
as an orgasmic union with the cosmos, and it is
important to note that psychoactive plants are
commonly considered effective aphrodisiacs
and are often used as such. If the transcendent
emotions evolved to augment such a funda-
mental and primal instinct, the close similarity
of sexual and entheogenic states suggests an ex-
tremely archaic cooperation of plants and hu-
mans in coevolution. Such speculation is sup-
ported by the fact that humans are capable of
endogenously producing entheogenic com-
pounds such as DMT (dimethyltryptamine)
and have evolved very specific receptor sites,
which enable plant-based neurotransmitters to
induce liminal states.

Speculation and unanswered questions aside,
it is clear that entheogens have played a far
more significant role in the evolution of human
cultures than has been generally recognized

(Schultes and Hofmann 1979).
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From a scientific perspective, it is important
to consider that although there are compara-
tively few species of entheogenic plants, they
manufacture a host of rare and unique chemi-
cals, which, in turn, have profound effects on
the human nervous system and neurochemistry.
The effects that occur are remarkably universal,
regardless of cultural conditioning. For instance,
without knowledge of its effects on indigenous
peoples, urban subjects under the influence of
entheogens often report experiences that closely
parallel well-known themes of shamanic experi-
ence. The cross-cultural similarity of experiences,
as well as the interpretations of entheogenic
states, reflects a commonality of underlying bio-
logical mechanisms (Winkelman 1996).

The Sociocultural Role of Entheogens
Erika Bourguignon performed a cross-cultural
study of altered states in 1973, and from a
sample of 488, found that altered states of con-
sciousness were institutionalized within a spiri-
tual framework in 90 percent of these societies
(Bourguignon 1973). Anthropologist Marlene
Dobkin de Rios discussed the shamanic use of
“hallucinogens” in eleven different cultures and
found that similar traits emerged. She found
that psychoactive substances were typically used
in the following ways: magico-religiously,
within a ceremonial context, to contact and
celebrate spiritual forces, to diagnose or treat an
illness, for divination, and to promote social
solidarity (Dobkin de Rios 1984).

Some of the shamanic cultures that have
placed a central emphasis on entheogens, even
into modern times, include Siberian and Cen-
tral Asian tribes, such as the Koryak, Chukchi,
Ostyak, and Kamchadal; the Huichol of central
Mexico; the cultures of Lower Mexico, Amazo-
nia, and Peru; the ancestral Bwiti cult of west-
central Africa; and the Native cultures of North
America.

Many other examples of intact entheobotani-
cal traditions exist, while many more have been
lost to the passage of time, or obscured due to
the effects of heightened social and political or-
ganization as well as ongoing persecution. Also,
it is common for cultures to adopt surrogates
(such as alcoholic “spirits”) in the traditional role
of the entheogen, the sacrament then becoming
known to only a small minority, or lost com-
pletely. In such cases, artistic or mythological el-
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ements often preserve some distinguishable
traces of the plant god. Even where ritual inebri-
ation is generally shunned, as among certain
Pueblo Indians, the shamans still exhibit a close
spiritual tie with the plant that is used in their
sacrament; a case in point is the relationship of
Zuni rain priests with Datura stramonium (La
Barre 1972).

Because hunter-gatherers tend not to ritual-
ize or socialize the use of entheogens to the
same degree observed in agricultural societies,
some investigators have argued that psychoac-
tive plants emerge into culture along with an
agricultural economy. However, the fact that
shamanic religion is more developed among
hunter-gatherers supports the conclusion that
such plants have always been used to broker
personal relationships with spirits, even though
agriculturalists attach a greater ritual and social
significance to the entheogenic experience.
Hence, the “great period of ritual entheogens”
is the Neolithic, which corresponds with the
beginning of agriculture (Wilson 1999, 9-10).
The rituals temporarily recreate a more primal
connection with nature in its chthonic and
chaotic fullness, a connection that is needed in
the new situation. With agriculture both a lit-
eral and psychical chasm opens between “cul-
ture” and “chaos,” and this dichotomy becomes
the primary existential anxiety demanding the
full attention of the community’s religious im-
pulses. As the vitality of the chthonic lapses
from consciousness, the loss continues to be
felt, and it is expressed to some degree in all
great and small “redemptive” religions that
evolved in settled agricultural cultures (Wilson
1999). The entheogenic origins of these reli-
gions may be considered in terms of an impulse
to revisit the more balanced spiritual conscious-
ness of a preagricultural “golden age,” and
specifically the need to reconnect with the pri-
mal root of all creation. Thus entheogenic ex-
perience becomes the personal touchstone of
contact with natural forces (La Barre 1972).

The shift of the focus of anxiety from that
present in a hunting ecology, dependent as it is
on the fortunes of the hunt, to that found in a
settled agricultural life, dependent on the va-
garies of weather, started in the Neolithic; this
shift resulted in a concomitant change from a
more archaic form of shamanism to religions
with defined priestly roles. It is this change that
can help account for the later accretions that
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have obscured most of the archaic, shamanic el-
ements of what became the advanced agricul-
tural civilizations (La Barre 1972).

The earliest and most historically significant
mythological and religious traditions promi-
nently feature magical foods such as the
Mesopotamian “herb of immortality,” the
Vedic soma (and Avestan haoma), as well as the
Chinese ling chib, “fungus of immortality,” the
nectar and ambrosia that fed the gods of an-
cient Greece, and the eye-opening Judeo-Chris-
tian “forbidden fruit” of the Garden of Eden.

Just as the entheogen figures mythopoetically
as the object of the hero’s quest, which as a re-
current theme is itself derived from the tales
about the culture’s founding shamans (Ruck
and Staples 1995), it functions as well as the
agent in initiation, where the role of the hero
and “primordial shaman” is reenacted on a per-
sonal level: The individual achieves full mem-
bership in the sacred community by partaking
of the entheogenic sacrament (La Barre 1972).
Self-sacrifice, in the form of preparatory ordeals
such as periods of prolonged fasting, special di-
ets, difficult pilgrimages, sexual abstention, ex-
posure to extremes of heat or cold, sleep depri-
vation, and flagellation, is often ritualized as
the prerequisite or circumstance for the inges-
tion of the sacred food. Generally such sacrifice
is considered the means for attaining the ritual
purity necessary to elicit the desired experience
from the plant spirit.

Such trials are especially common in the con-
text of initiations or prolonged vision quests,
where the subject may experience an ecstatic
death and rebirth (often described in terms of
dismemberment and reintegration). The ec-
static death can be understood as an extension
and result of approaching literal death through
starvation, dehydration, exhaustion, or the like.
Although entheogens are often taken as “medi-
cine” to relieve pain and confer uncommon
strength and stamina, they are also used (and in
heroic doses) as the catalyst of a culminating
trial in the candidate’s initiation or petition. In-
deed, the entheogen may be required to make
the supreme ordeal physically bearable. Among
both the earlier hunter-gatherers and the subse-
quent agricultural peoples, entheogenic plants
have always been revered and feared. Such re-
spect is demonstrated by their exalted status in
mythology and by the secrecy and taboos that
often surround their use. Thus, the seriousness
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and danger attributed to these plants have al-
ways been a defining characteristic. They have a
frightening and uncanny aura, which con-
tributes to their powerful potential as catalysts
of personal and communal integration
(Schultes and Hofmann 1979).

Perhaps most often the entheogen assumes
the role of a “plant teacher,” revealing previ-
ously unknown or inaccessible information and
offering a reliable means of inducing trance
states for common shamanic tasks such as heal-
ing, resolving conflict, finding lost objects, and
otherwise accessing information by nonordi-
nary (i.e., “psychic” or telepathic) means. Lack-
ing organic, pathological models for under-
standing disease, the shaman uses entheogens
as the ultimate medicine, and although other
remedies may be known and employed, these
“plants of the gods” are ascribed a superior sa-
cred status as panaceas.

Often confronted with difficult hermeneutic
dilemmas, students of shamanism have long
recognized that entheogenic and other altered
states of consciousness—being inherently “mys-
tical” experiences—are not easily described by
means of common language. Many reports
support the assertion that entheogenic altered
states of consciousness and peak religious expe-
riences are identical. Thus, “being intoxicated
with God” is indeed a very accurate description
not only of entheogenic states, but also of mys-
tical experience, as well as shamanic ecstasy.

Mark Hoffman
Carl A. P Ruck

See also: Archaeology of Shamanism; Central
and South American Shamanism; Classical
World Shamanism; Cross-Cultural
Perspectives on Shamans; Huichol
Shamanism; “Magic,” Power, and Ritual in
Shamanism; Peyote Ritual Use
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ENTOPTIC IMAGES

Entoptic images are luminous, scintillating,
geometric visual percepts that are perceived in
an early, or “light,” stage of altered conscious-

ENTOPTIC IMAGES 117

ness. They are also known, somewhat confus-
ingly, as phosphenes and form constants. Some
writers prefer to reserve the term phosphenes for
comparable percepts that are generated within
the eye itself, as, for example, by pressure on
the eyeball. By contrast, entoptic means “within
the optic system” and may thus include
phosphenes and geometric percepts that are
wired into the optic nerve or the visual cortex.
Form constant refers to the cross-cultural nature
of the geometric percepts: Their forms are uni-
versally constant.

Entoptic forms are perceived independently
of an external light source. They include bright
dots that may appear as clouds or as chains, zig-
zags, nested catenary curves, grid patterns,
jagged sun-burst forms, and sets of parallel
lines. All the forms are visible with the eyes
open or closed; when the eyes are open the
forms are projected onto veridical percepts,
partially obliterating them. They also flicker,
change from one form to another, and expand
through the field of vision until they pass be-
yond the periphery. Initially, subjects find the
array of entoptic images bewildering, but prac-
tice makes it possible to discern the individual
forms.

Although the existence of entoptic images
was known in the nineteenth century, some of
the best work on them was done in the 1920s
by Heinrich Kliiver (1966). He and other re-
searchers found that the percepts could be in-
duced by a wide range of stimulants, including
ingestion of psychotropic substances, electrical
stimulation of the brain, pathological condi-
tions, including migraine (the so-called fortifi-
cation illusion is well known to migraine suf-
ferers), sensory deprivation, pain, and aural and
physical rhythmic driving. The means of in-
duction is related to emotional circumstances:
Entoptic percepts induced by psychotropes are
far more emotionally charged that those pro-
duced by, say, clinical electrical stimulation.

As subjects move into deeper, more autistic
altered states of consciousness, they try to make
sense of their entoptic percepts. They interpret
them as images of emotionally charged objects
or items prominent in their mythical system.
This stage has been designated stage two and
called construal. In stage three, deep altered
states, entoptic images become peripheral in the
visionary field, or integrated with true halluci-
nations of animals, monsters, therianthropic fig-
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ures, and so forth. Such iconic hallucinations
are not in themselves entoptic, though they may
have entoptic elements within them; they do
not derive from the actual wiring of the brain.
At this stage, emotions may be ecstatic or
charged with fear (whence good or bad “trips”).

Later, a number of researchers discerned for-
mal parallels between entoptic percepts and im-
ages that were believed to be shamanistic in ori-
gin. Among these writers were Max Knoll,
Joseph Eichmeier, and Oskar Hoéfer. It was,
however, Gerardo Reichel-Dolmatoff who first
explored, rather than simply noting, a possible
association between the images of stage one
and shamanistic visions. Working with the
Tukano and other shamanistic people of South
America, he found that they painted on their
bodies, bark-cloth, ceramics, and houses for-
malized patterns that they themselves said they
saw in yajé-induced altered states of conscious-
ness. Set side by side, the patterns painted by
the Tukano were clearly homologous with the
entoptic forms that Knoll and others had iden-
tified. Reichel-Dolmatoff concluded that the
Tukano were painting entoptic images. He also
found that the Tukano ascribed meanings to
the forms: For instance, parallel chains of small
dots were said to be the Milky Way, the desti-
nation of shamanistic flight, while wavy parallel
lines were said to be the “thoughts of the Sun-
Father” (1978, 88). A spiral was said to sym-
bolize incest and the threat of pollution. The
Tukano told Reichel-Dolmatoff that this design
element derived from the imprint left in the
sand by the lower end of a ritual trumpet, an
instrument of great importance in Tukano reli-
gion, involved in the maintenance of exogamic
rules and male supremacy. It was this formal
similarity that led them to identify their entop-
tic percept.

These few instances exemplify two key
points. All shamans who enter altered states of
consciousness have the potential to see the
same geometric entoptic images because they
are “wired into” the human nervous system.
Communities tend to focus on certain forms
and to ignore others. The meanings that they
ascribe to each of the selected forms are also
culturally specific; it would not, for example,
be possible for an outsider to guess the mean-
ing that the Tukano ascribed to the spiral, one
of the most common entoptic forms, the one
that leads into the deepest levels of altered

states. The forms are universal, but the mean-
ings are contingent. The Tukano serve as a use-
ful example, but clearly other shamanistic com-
munities could readily be cited.

The insights of Knoll, Reichel-Dolmatoff,
and others were taken up by rock art re-
searchers with mixed results. Critics of the rock
art work have pointed out that the presence of
a single spiral does not necessarily mean a
shamanistic art. The researchers have rightly re-
sponded that no one proposes such a simplistic
inference. To clarify the debate, they have dis-
tinguished between two kinds of context: those
rock arts for which there is some ethnographic
suggestion that the people who made the im-
ages were shamanistic, and those for which
there is no ethnography. Often, as in the case of
southern African San rock art, associated im-
ages of ethnographically well-documented San
shamanistic trance dancers suggest that the geo-
metrics (usually somewhat rare) incorporated
into true hallucinations of the spirit realm were
probably entoptic. Where there is no ethnogra-
phy at all, researchers should be circumspect.
They need to find out how many design ele-
ments parallel entoptic forms; one or two ele-
ments will not be persuasive, but a wide range
could be more significant. Even then, re-
searchers should examine other images to see if
any are comparable with stage three hallucina-
tions before suggesting a shamanistic context.
Some of the most successful research on entop-
tic elements in rock art has been conducted in
southern Africa and North America, where
there is abundant ethnography to suggest that
the arts are shamanistic.

J. D. Lewis-Williams

See also: !Kung Healing, Ritual, and Possession;
Art and Shamanism; Central and South
American Shamanism; Neuropsychology of
Shamanism; Rock Art and Shamanism;
Visions and Imagery: Western Perspectives
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ETHNOCENTRISM AND
SHAMANISM

Ethnocentrism refers to the tendency to see, in-
terpret, and, especially, judge other cultures in
terms of one’s own culture and cultural supposi-
tions. In its most commonly applied under-
standing, it refers to the belief that one’s own
culture is superior to other cultures, leading to
grotesque misunderstandings of the behaviors of
others, intellectual distortions of what they be-
lieve, and even violent persecutions of others for
their beliefs and practices. Ethnocentrism in all
its forms has influenced the various ways out-
siders have viewed and reacted to shamanism.
As described originally in what has been con-
sidered its classic form, in Siberia and Central
Asia, shamanism refers to a complex of beliefs
and practices revolving around an ecstatic
magico-religious specialist, or shaman, in a
small, close-knit community (prototypically
though not exclusively a community that lives
by hunting and gathering), of the kind found
among the Tungus (Evenki), Chuckchi, Buryat,
Yakut (Sakha), and other Siberian tribes (Shi-
rokogoroff 1982; Vitebsky 2001). The
shamanic candidate suffers a profound personal
crisis (the calling); after recovering, the candi-
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date is considered a shaman and performs dra-
matic rituals for the community. These rituals
may include mystifying feats and the shaman’s
entering trance, sometimes by ingesting hallu-
cinogenic plants, and always associated with
drumming. In trance, the shaman’s soul travels
to upper and lower worlds and battles spirits
and retrieves lost souls in order to heal individ-
uals or ensure the community’s well-being (e.g.,
by enabling successful hunting). The shaman
may also summon spirits to help in the spiritual
quest. Other magico-religious complexes that
resemble Siberian shamanism to varying de-
grees have been identified throughout the
Americas, South and Southeast Asia, and other
areas (Townsend 1999, 429-433; Vitebsky
2001, 26-51). All of these forms of shamanism
have provoked ethnocentric reactions, but two
kinds of reaction stand out in the literature: the
various reactions of the state (notably the So-
viet and Western colonial governments, with
their respective ideological and religious foun-
dations) and the reactions of scholars (espe-
cially those scholars shaped by western Euro-
pean and American culture).

Ethnocentric States, Their Ideologies

or Religions, and Shamanism

Most of the areas of classical Siberian and Asian
shamanism came under Soviet Communist rule
in 1917, and by the late 1920s the regime had
instigated a widespread campaign to eliminate
shamanism from that huge region. According
to the Soviets' Marxist-based ideology, all reli-
gions promoted backwardness and a “false ide-
ology,” a cover or facade for some form of
domination over the people, and thus consti-
tuted a major obstacle to the Soviet’s socialist
agenda. Since shamanism did not have any
churches or temples that the Soviet state could
destroy, shamans themselves became the focus
of the persecution. Moreover, since shamans
were so essential to their tribal communities
and their people believed that they held spiri-
tual powers, the Soviets considered them par-
ticularly threatening and branded them “ex-
ploiters” and “enemies of the people.” Typically,
the shamans’ ritual paraphernalia were de-
stroyed, and they were exiled to labor camps,
tortured, or killed, as in one dramatic account

of shamans being dropped from helicopters
and told to fly (Vitebsky 2001, 136). As part of
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the campaign, local representatives of the
League of Militant Godless gathered informa-
tion on shamans, spread anti-shaman propa-
ganda, and tried to replace shamanism with the
Lenin-Stalin Cult, in which Lenin and Stalin
were portrayed as all-powerful solar deities who
could defeat all evils (Bodley 1982, 116).

Earlier in North America after the American
Civil War (1861-1865), the U.S. government
launched a similarly ethnocentric campaign of
cultural genocide against the Indians and their
shamanic beliefs and practices. Initially aiming
to “pacify” and to “civilize the savage,” so the
argument went, the government confined Indi-
ans to reservations en masse and pressured
them to practice Euro-American customs, in-
cluding Christianity, in place of their shamanic
religions. Because the Euro-Americans in the
big cities at the time continued to view the In-
dians as savages, lesser beings on an evolution-
ary scale who could not know what was good
and right, they came to believe that the Indians
had to be forced to learn. By 1889, President
Harrison declared an urgent policy of forced
acculturation (forced adoption of American
culture). Indians were to be rigorously forced to
abandon their own beliefs and practices, and
completely reeducated, which, it was declared,
would ensure a better life for them and for the
many pioneers who wanted their land (Kehoe
1989, 14—15, 28-30). Indian children were re-
moved from their homes, put up for adoption
by Euro-American families, or placed in brutal
boarding schools, often run by the U.S. Army
and especially designed to change the culture of
the children (see photos). Laws forbade “pagan”
Indian ceremonies, as the Indian Bureau feared
they would inhibit the spread of Christian be-
liefs and values. Among the Washo Indians, for
instance, shamanism was practically eradicated
by the 1890s during the forced acculturation of
American Indian children (Bodley 1982, 117;
Handelman 1967, 447—448).

Earlier still, in Central and South America,
zealous sixteenth century Catholic missionaries
tied to the Spanish colonial invasion viewed
and judged shamanism from their own Euro-
pean cultural framework, which was founded
on Catholic cosmology, notions of good and
evil spirits, and prominent beliefs at the time in
Europe about “witches,” “witchcraft,” and
making pacts with the Devil. Consequently,
when they encountered Indian shamans who

spoke of spells and spirits and used hallucino-
gens in their rituals to see and communicate
with these spirits, the missionaries concluded
that the whole practice was a manifestation of
the Devil—their Christian Devil, that is! But
the Indians claimed that many of the beings
they contacted were “helper spirits,” who had
helped them in their own personal spiritual
transformations and given them the ability to
heal. Nevertheless, the missionaries could nei-
ther understand nor accept the Indians’ own
and very different interpretations of their
shamanic practices. In the missionaries’ ethno-
centric view, the communication with spirits
through shamanic trance and soul voyages
could only refer to “talking with the devil”
(Vitebsky 2001, 130-131).

Supported by the missionaries’ perspective,
the Spanish crown sought to manage the di-
verse indigenous populations by unifying them
around the Catholic worldview and faith
(Quezada 1991, 38). But this was a difficult
task. By the mid-seventeenth century, for in-
stance, the Franciscan bishop of Quito,
Ecuador, Pefia Montenegro, was writing in his
instruction manual for missionaries that the
major obstacle to the spread of the gospels was
still those Indian sorcerers and magicians (i.e.,
shamans): “They resist with diabolical fervor so
that the light of truth shall not discredit their
fabulous acts” (cited in Taussig 1984, 96-97).
Yet, he added, their beliefs and actions were un-
derstandable: “Utilizing his malign astuteness,
it was easy for the devil to set up his tyrannical
empire amongst them, for they are people,
brutish and ignorant, whom it is easy to de-
ceive” (cited in Taussig 1984, 97).

Not surprisingly, the Tribunal of the Holy
Office of the Inquisition prescribed the kinds of
beliefs and practices that must be punished,
such as the following recorded for New Spain
(Mexico) during the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries: healing the sick through contact with
supernatural beings; using hallucinogens to
achieve a magical trance and intentionally con-
tacting supernatural beings; using prayers and
idolatrous imagery in curing ceremonies; and
using magical divinations for the diagnosis and
prognosis of illnesses (Quezada 1991, 52). All of
these were fundamental to shamanic Indian cu-
randeros (healers) in the region.

Ethnocentric reactions to shamanism were
hardly limited to Christian missionaries and



Having just arrived at the Carlisle Indian School in Pennsylvania, Chiricahua Apache children
pose for a photo in 1886 (above). The institution attempted to eliminate traditional Native
American culture, as demonstrated in the picture below, taken four months later, of the same
group of children. (John N. Choate/Corbis)
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the Soviet, American, and Western European
states. Representatives of Buddhist, Hindu,
Confucianist, Daoist, and Shinto traditions all
encountered shamanic communities in the ar-
eas into which they spread and also persecuted
them, or else strongly pressured them to assimi-
late or syncretize (merge elements) with their
religions. One result was the development of
hybrid forms of shamanism throughout South
and Southeast Asia, some more Buddhist in
character, as in Nepal and among Tibets Bon-
po shamans, some more Hindu, as among the
Sora, nestled in Hindu-dominated areas of In-
dia. In Mongolia, Lamaist Buddhist missionar-
ies from the Tibetan area declared firmly that
shamanism was the old, wrong way of secing
things and attacked the shamans and their
practices. In Indonesia and Malaysia, shaman-
ism was viewed as an abnormal religion, not
only by Christian missionaries allied to the
colonial European states but also by Islamic
leaders among the merchant class (Vitebsky

2001, 38-41, 135).

Ethnocentric Scholars and Shamanism

Scholars have also drawn on fundamental as-
sumptions from their own cultures and scien-
tific paradigms to analyze shamans and inter-
pret shamanic phenomena. In the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, for instance, the-
ories of cultural evolution characterized culture
and religion as evolving from the most primi-
tive forms to the most advanced forms, the cul-
ture and religion of the theorist always being
considered the most advanced. Such theories
dominated European and American thought,
and many scholars at the time imposed such
models of cultural evolution onto their studies,
like a template. In this way, for example, several
scholars “found” animism (a belief in souls in
all things, including inanimate objects), which
they formulated as a characteristic of the most
primitive forms of religion, in the shamanism
they studied, when in fact it was not there.
Note, for example, Shirokogoroff (1982,
53-54, 393) on 1. A. Lopatin’s imposed evolu-
tionist rendering of Goldi shamanism and Sii-
kala (1978, 20) on J. Stadling’s interpretation
of animism as evidence of the “most primitive
religious thinking” of humanity in shamanism.
Ethnocentric analyses of shamanism by Robert
R. Marrett, James Frazer, Marcel Mauss, and

other evolutionists “found” magic, and the
“primitive mentality” they associated with it, in
shamanic beliefs and rituals (e.g., Langdon
1992, 7-9).

In a similar vein, scholars have been seen as
imposing their own cultural frameworks when
they have characterized the shaman’s trance and
visionary experiences as psychopathological.
Russian ethnographer Waldemar Bogoraz, for
instance, called the Siberian Chuckchi shamans
he studied mentally deranged or crazy, as did
psychoanalytically trained American anthropol-
ogists such as Alfred Kroeber, Ralph Linton,
George Devereux, and Anthony E C. Wallace
(Townsend 1999, 454—455). Silverman’s (1967)
diagnosis of shamans as schizophrenic was par-
ticularly influential and echoed Kroeber’s ear-
lier argument that shamanic societies simply re-
ward their neurotics and psychotics with a
socially sanctioned role of healer or ritual spe-
cialist that relies on their shifting states of con-
sciousness.

However, psychologist Richard Noll (1989)
challenged Silverman’s schizophrenia model of
shamanism and a similar one by Soviet schol-
ars, arguing that ethnocentrism was behind
them. When Noll (1983) actually compared
the records of shamans from forty-two cultures
with the diagnostic criteria for schizophrenia in
the standard diagnostic manual of mental dis-
orders (DSM-III, The Diagnostic and Statistic
Manual of Mental Disorders-111), he found glar-
ing phenomenological differences, which Sil-
verman and the Soviets had bypassed in their
analyses. Simply, unlike schizophrenics and
other psychotics, who are helpless victims of
their states and visions, the shamans control
their states, entering and leaving at will; control
the spirits that appear to them; and do it all for
a social function, which is hardly true of schiz-
ophrenics (450—-454). What must really be be-
hind their “false and misleading” use of the
term schizophrenia, Noll argued, is their psy-
choanalytic or Marxist-Leninist devaluation of
religion and religious experience. Thus, Noll
concluded, their schizophrenia model “is in
reality a Western (and Soviet) ethnocentric
distortion based on the misapplication of
psychiatric/medical schemata to experiences
encountered in ASC [altered states of con-
sciousness]” (48).

Noll emphasized that the shaman’s psyche
must be seen as stable because the shaman is in



control. But perhaps a more fundamental con-
sideration is whether the culture has, in a sense,
“told” the shaman how to act, how to experi-
ence and recount the experiences. That is, are
the forms of shamanic behaviors and experi-
ences modeled by the shaman’s culture (in
which case they function as symbols) or do
they depend on the mental state of the individ-
ual shaman (in which case they can be seen as
symptoms)? If there are cultural beliefs about
how the shamanic experience should be, the
shaman would have been imbued with these
beliefs long before having any shamanic experi-
ences, and thus the shaman’s experience would
potentially have been shaped by them (Lang-
don 1992, 6). The case of the Guajiro Indians
of Venezuela and Colombia is particularly re-
vealing. The Guajiro have specific cultural be-
liefs about the traits of the ideal shaman, and
these traits coincide, generally, with the West-
ern cultural representation of hysteria. Conse-
quently, Westerners readily misjudge the Gua-
jiro shaman’s behaviors as reflecting hysteria
instead of Guajiro culture (Perrin 1992).

A third area easily subject to ethnocentric
evaluation is the shaman’s use of what appear to
be simply conjurers’ tricks during séances, and
particularly during healing. For instance, Siber-
ian shamans have been observed cutting off
their own heads, opening and closing their own
or their patients’ bodies, mysteriously creating
complex soundscapes of animal spirit calls
everywhere and seemingly out of the blue, and,
as most often reported the world over, sucking
out disease-causing objects from their patients,
after having secretly inserted them in their
mouths before the “magical surgery” (Siikala
1978, 113-114, 135-136; Taussig 1998,
227-228). Such tricks of the trade suggest to
many scholars that shamans are simply ex-
ploitative charlatans. But at the same time,
ethnographers have frequently reported that
the same shamans really did believe in the heal-
ing, and that they sought other shamans when
ill and claimed they were healed, despite know-
ing full well that tricks were involved (e.g.,
Taussig 1998, 225, 228).

Don Handelman actually asked a Washo In-
dian shaman of western Nevada about the heal-
ing tricks he had observed in the shaman’s
work, and the shaman explained that the tricks
were like the other paraphernalia and really be-
side the point: “I use them only to gain atten-
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tion of the sick person, nothing more” (Han-
delman 1967, 457). This is akin to Sergei Shi-
rokogoroft’s argument that the tricks he and
others observed among Siberian shamans
served to establish a necessary kind of hypnotic
rapport that engendered the healing results
(1982, 330-334). But perhaps more directly to
the point is the case of the Kwakiutl Indians of
British Colombia and the healing tricks of their
shamans. According to the Kwakiutl, the
“tricks” are actually techniques for directing the
spirits, who, they believe, mimic the shaman’s
moves. When the shaman is sucking on a pa-
tient, the spirits are also sucking, and when he
removes the disease-causing object (which he
has palmed), the spirits remove the rea/ cause of
the disease. That’s why, amongst the Kwakiutl,
a shaman would consult another shaman when
ill. He believes the techniques, if precisely exe-
cuted, ensure the spirits’ proper curative ac-
tions. Thus, in the context of a shaman’s own
system, the “tricks” may well be part of the
shaman’s healing techniques and integral to be-
liefs about inducing spirits to heal, and not at
all manifestations of charlatanism, as those who
look at the phenomena from an ethnocentric
perspective assume (Taussig 1998, 235-2306).

Patric V. Giesler

See also: Central and South American
Shamanism; Colonialism and Shamanism;
Curanderismo; Healing and Shamanism;
History of the Study of Shamanism;
Museum Collections; Psychopathology and
Shamanism; Siberian Shamanism; Trance,
Shamanic; Visions and Imagery: Western
Perspectives
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EXORCISM

See Demonic Possession and Exorcism; Ex-
traction

EXTRACTION

Extraction is the practice of removing a spiri-
tual intrusion from a person and neutralizing
it. The basic idea behind this practice is that
the intrusion causes psychological or physical
illness, and removing the intrusion effects a
cure in the patient.

Extraction is a very old practice and, though
not limited to cultures in which shamanism
plays a strong role, is frequently found in
shamanic practices worldwide. The idea that
evil spirits are the source of personal or commu-
nal disease predates the germ theory by several
millennia. Given primitive cultures’ animistic
worldview, which sees every object, animal, and
person as possessing an animating spirit, remov-
ing intruding powers is a logical means of ef-
fecting healing. The theory of possession by evil
spirits or demons, and the possibility of exorcis-
ing them, is a direct descendant of these earlier
concepts of disease-causing, intruding spirits.

The presence of malevolent spirits in itself is
not enough to account for illness; conditions
must be conducive to the evil gaining enough
strength to cause harm. Many folk practices
and rituals attempt to preserve the strength of
individuals and communities. Rites of propitia-
tion have the dual purpose of appeasing a deity
and maintaining the ritual benefactors’ vigor-
ous immunity to disease and disaster. Charms
and rituals are deemed a success as long as the
warder remains well. Lack of success is attrib-
uted to not performing the ritual properly, the
presence of exceptionally strong evil spirits or
demons, or just plain bad luck. Vulnerability to
illness may also result from failure to observe
taboos, being targeted by a practitioner of black
magic, or physical changes such as childbirth,
menses, battle wounds, or overexposure to the
elements. Anything that contributes to physical
or spiritual weakness makes holes in a person’s
spirit, and harmful intruding powers take resi-
dence in these holes.

Regardless of the cause, when a normally
healthy person takes ill, the shaman or local



wise one steps forward to effect a cure. The
cure involves removing the spirit causing the
disease, neutralizing or destroying it so that it
cannot infect anyone else, and perhaps carrying
out a practice to restore the affected individual
to health.

The form of the extraction itself varies. All or
part of the community might be involved, or
only the shaman and his or her apprentice. The
extraction might be removed by sucking it out,
pulling it out with the hand or with a sacred
object, or scaring it away with noise, threats,
and smoke. Other means of removing an ex-
traction have been practiced, but these are the
most common.

Before attempting removal of the evil spirit,
the shaman prepares by calling on guardian and
helping spirits to assist in diagnosing the cause
of the affected person’s disease. The shaman’s
spirit helpers allow the shaman to locate the in-
trusion and remove it. Extracting intrusive pow-
ers is considered to be very dangerous, as the in-
trusion can enter the shaman’s body and cause
sickness. Extractions are usually not attempted
unless the shaman is feeling very powerful.

Once the intrusion is identified and localized
to a part of the body, the ritual of extraction
begins. Using drums, rattles, or other percus-
sive instruments to enter the shamanic trance
state, the shaman focuses on the intrusion and
grabs it. Once removed, the invading evil spirit
may be burned, hurled into water, put into a
piece of raw meat, or otherwise transferred to a
neutralizing medium. The medium containing
the intrusion is typically destroyed. If the intru-
sion is thrown into a fire or body of water,
however, it is considered to be neutralized.
Again, specifics of the practice vary; those listed
are the most common.

After removal of the intrusion, the affected
person may need to undergo some rite or com-
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plete an activity to restore his or her strength.
The shaman then gives the patient a prescrip-
tion for recovery, perhaps eating special foods,
drinking herbal beverages, ritual cleansings, or
some other practice specified by the shaman’s
helping spirits. Frequently a power animal or
soul retrieval will be performed to fill the spiri-
tual gap created when the intrusion has been
removed.

Note that extraction is practiced today by
contemporary urban shamans as well as by tra-
ditional folk healers around the world. Modern
shamans understand that there is both a physi-
cal reason for the malady as well as a spiritual
one and recommend treating the illness con-
ventionally as well as shamanically. Because
Western scientists proved a link between psy-
chological imbalances and susceptibility to dis-
ease, the concept that a ritual aimed at restor-
ing health will strengthen the body’s ability to
heal is gaining wider acceptance in the medical
community.

Trisha Lepp

See also: Demonic Possession and Exorcism;
Healing and Shamanism
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FIRE AND HEARTH

Heat and fire are magical attributes in both
primitive and more advanced societies. Pyrola-
treia, or fire worship, is common in many cul-
tures throughout the world. Shamanic concepts
of fire are related to mythological and religious
perceptions of fire as a worldwide symbol of the
invisible life force that strives to return to
heaven by consuming earthly substance. Fire is
constantly in motion, moves like a living being,
“eats” through the process of combustion, and
throws off light and heat, which are necessary
for human survival. Associations of fire with
the sun and sun worship are common. Ritual
use of fire as a focal point, for purification and
meditation, and as a symbol of deity is still
practiced today.

The shamanic concept of fire sees energy, a
force of transformation, and the power to
cleanse. Many shamans work exclusively during
the night, so fire is a practical part of the cere-
mony, providing light, heat, and a focus for
group work. Fire is a source of shamanic power
and mystic force.

Magico-religious power is conceived of as
hot or burning in many cultures. Australian
sorcerers and sorceresses have so much inner
fire that they are not allowed to burn anything.
Hindus describe powerful divinities as “possess-
ing fire,” “burning,” or “very hot.” In the So-
lomon Islands, someone with a great deal of
personal power (mana) is considered to be
burning.

Heat and fire may be seen as internal powers
that a shaman must cultivate to remain strong.
On the Dobu Island of New Guinea, magic is
associated with heat and fire; sorcerers keep
their body “dry” and “burning” by eating spicy
foods and drinking salt water. The Dobu also
believe that fire originated from an old woman’s
vagina, and magical techniques are divided be-

tween the sexes. In India, yogic practice in-
cludes the concept of zapas, inner heat, which is
cultivated through ascetic practices or magic.
Tapas is a creative force, one a shaman would
conceive of as power. South American shamans
use fire and heat as a means to access ecstatic
states.

The power to handle fire is considered proof
of individual shamanic and personal power.
The Chukchee shamans would drum to “heat”
their bodies, that is, to build magical power,
and then cut themselves open, swallow coals, or
touch hot iron during competitive demonstra-
tions of their powers. Many shamans practice
fire tricks, such as handling hot coals, as a
means of proving the depth of their trance state
and to indicate their power through mastery of
fire. Being burned or demonstrating insensitiv-
ity to fire by handling it may be initiations in
themselves or proof that an initiatory test has
been passed.

The Ojibwa shamans are fire handlers who
are unhurt by touching burning coals. Zuni
shamans specialize in fire tricks, including swal-
lowing coals, fire walking, touching heated
metal without being burned, and most dramat-
ically, burning a man to ashes, minutes before
he is resurrected and appears at another cere-
mony far away. Fijian shamans are able to walk
over burning coals and white-hot stones. The
Fijian shaman can give this power over fire to
the whole tribe. Siberian shamans are believed
to swallow burning coals.

Fire and smoke are a means to transport the
spirit to other worlds. The Buryat, Chukchee,
and Koryak of North Asia believed that burn-
ing the body allowed the spirit to rise skyward,
carried by the smoke. The spirits of people
struck by lightening, as well as those who died
a heroic death, were also believed to pass into
the sky realm. Burning the body to liberate the
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A shaman leaps onto a pile of burning twigs, ca. 1901-1933. (Hulton-Deutsch Collection/Corbis)

soul and transform the deceased into spirit is a
common funerary practice throughout the
world. Burnt offerings of various kinds also re-
flect beliefs about the ability of fire, and its
resultant smoke, to carry prayers to heaven.

A shaman seeking access to the spirit world
may ride a column of smoke or fire while in a
trance state. Use of fire or smoke as a means of
ascent can be found in Eskimo, Melanesian,
and ancient Iranian cultures. In Melanesia,
flames that leap into the sky are but one of
many paths for accessing the Upper World. Ur-

ban shamanic practitioners may use fire or
smoke as a “road” to the Upper World.

The Maori art of poi, twirling balls on the
ends of strings, has evolved into fire twirling,
an activity that appears in contemporary urban
rave subcultures. Some modern fire twirlers ac-
knowledge the shamanic origins of fire han-
dling and describe the state of mind achieved
through fire twirling as ecstatic. Fire twirling
and other techno-shamanic practices are areas
ripe for study.

Trisha Lepp
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GENDER IN SHAMANISM

Gender is a set of cultural meanings pertaining
to the differences and similarities between
women and men as they are lived and inter-
preted within specific historical and geographi-
cal contexts. The social construction of gender
combines an understanding of what is possible,
proper, or perverse in gender-linked behavior
with a set of values. It is taught, performed,
and deeply enmeshed in power relations (Butler
1990).

In North America gender is primarily deter-
mined by the physical characteristics of the ex-
ternal genitalia. Whenever a hermaphroditic or
intersexed baby is born in a hospital, physicians
automatically perform surgery in order to cor-
rect the infant’s sexual ambiguity. As a result of
such medical interventions, many people un-
derstand sex as signifying gender, and anatomi-
cal sex is used as a metaphor for the construc-
tion of sexual and gender identities. In this way
gender identity is assumed to be biologically
based and somehow “natural.” That is, some-
one can “feel like a woman,” or “feel like a
man” (Bolin 1996).

Societies that exist outside of, or on the edges
of, Western biomedical systems and monotheis-
tic religions hold quite different views. They
construct multiple nonstigmatized gender sta-
tuses for individuals by separating gender tasks
and social roles from sexual morphology. Many
Amerindian cultures, for example, traditionally
recognized, and in some cases still recognize,
four genders: woman, man, woman-man, and
man-woman (Roscoe 1998). As a result, what
many regard as quintessential insignias of sex in
Western society have little stability either his-
torically or comparatively when considered
through the lens of gender.

Shamanism is a fluid gendered practice, a re-
flexive and highly contextualized discourse

Hupa female shaman, ca. 1923. (Library of
Congress)

about femininity and masculinity, as well as a
mutually constituting dialogue between women
and men. For the Kulina of Brazil, while it is
not necessary to become a shaman in order to
be an adult man, only shamans—in their prac-
tice as masters of game animals as well as village
protectors and leaders—achieve the full poten-
tial of maleness (Pollock 1993). Similarly,
among the Yurok of northern California, while
it is not necessary to become a shaman in order
to be an adult woman, only shamans—in their
practice as sucking doctors, midwives, and vil-
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lage protectors—achieve the full potential of fe-
maleness (Buckley 1992).

Shamans within the Mazatec tradition of
Mexico practice within a domestic context in
the areas of human reproduction and agricul-
tural production (Munn 1973). They search,
question, untie, and disentangle all of the inter-
nal origins of human misfortune. Depending
upon their training and sexual orientation, they
have distinctive healing behaviors and chants.
Those traveling a strongly masculine path bat-
tle with external political and social causes of
illness; their words flash forth with the terrible
force of thunderbolts. Shamans following a
more feminine path center their practice on
searching for the internal psychological causes
of illness and releasing them. These gender dif-
ferences have emerged in the context of family
shamanism. Here spouses commonly shaman-
ize together as a team within a family setting.
Opver the years children learn how to experience
and talk about healing by picking up a combi-
nation of same-gender and opposite-gender
symbols, rituals, and bodily responses. Al-
though this choice is wide open, only a few
boys actually end up following a purely femi-
nine healing path and only a few girls end up
following a purely masculine path. While some
women work with masculine spiritual energies,
or powers, most embody feminine sources of
energy. Likewise males can work with either
feminine or masculine powers. But the most
powerful shamans of all combine parts of each
of these gendered traditions.

A relationship of dominance and subordina-
tion between nation-states and the indigenous
people living within these states has been sym-
bolically constructed and analytically described
along the sexual divide. Relations between men
and women are often used to express power re-
lationships. Worldwide, an educated elite con-
sisting of either males or male-identified
women rules the hegemonic state (Scott 1999).
In this environment indigenous peoples and
most especially their religious leaders and heal-
ers, shamans, are seen as uncivilized outsiders
who might threaten the state’s authority. To
control them, they are gendered “feminine”
and incorporated as subordinates.

Many shamans directly confront this attempt
at subordinating them. Instead of accepting a
purely feminine role, they describe human be-
ings as containing a combination of masculine

and feminine energies and aspects including
possession of a female and a male soul, as well
as membership in both a matriclan and a patri-
clan. They often work with both masculine and
feminine forms of energy, sometimes even
shape-shifting into beings of the opposite gen-
der. The gender crossing, bending, and blend-
ing of these ritual specialists during shamanic
séances and other community-wide rituals en-
ables them to manipulate potent masculine and
feminine cosmic powers. Though women
shamans are nurturing, they can also be brave
and powerful when they help with a difficult
birth or take on the warrior’s role in healing.

This flexibility of gender among shamans has
important implications for understanding how
gender-variant identities are contextually situ-
ated within a broader system of meanings asso-
ciated with femaleness and maleness world-
wide. Femininity and masculinity are not
necessarily opposite ends of a single sex or gen-
der spectrum, with women on one side, men
on the other, and shamans in between. Rather
femininity and masculinity are terms of an un-
stable  difference/similarity, interlocking,
though contradictory, aspects or modalities of
personhood. People following shamanic paths
in many societies include feminine and mascu-
line characteristics within their performances.
When individuals are initiated into these tradi-
tions, they are trained to avoid choosing, negat-
ing, or destroying either of the binary pairs. In-
stead, they are encouraged in an ironic
manipulation of both sides of the polarity dur-
ing which the contradictions rarely resolve,
even dialectally, into larger wholes. Where this
kind of interplay occurs, the genders are viewed
as complementary rather than hierarchical.

Shamanism offers a context in which the
outlines of self and other, female and male, de-
fine one another through interaction. Social
identity becomes multiple, shifting, constantly
being created, erased, and re-created in interac-
tion between self and other. One can view one-
self, or can oneself be viewed, as bounded and
essential, boundless and contextual, or in fluid
transition between these poles. And shamanic
performance itself can be viewed as a type of se-
rious play involving the tension of holding in-
compatible things together because they are
both necessary and in some sense both true.

In Chile most Mapuche shamans are biologi-
cally female. As midwives and mothers, they



are conceived as “givers of life,” who obtain
powers from the moon in order to bring fertil-
ity to land, animals, and people. Even though
they identify themselves as women, they, unlike
most local women, are household heads whose
families perform domestic chores for them.
These women shamans make their own deci-
sions independently from their men, traveling
as they please and influencing community deci-
sions. During public rituals they use feminine
integrative symbols and actions as well as mas-
culine exorcising or warring symbols and ac-
tions. Female symbols, like women, are called
on to nurture, heal the body, and integrate the
self. Male symbols, like men, are called on to
exorcise, defeat, and kill the outside other.
Shamans in this tradition dramatically weave
together these seemingly incommensurable
nurturing and warrior themes, and in so doing
embody multiple genders during their perfor-
mance of healing (Bacigalupo 1998).

Because of this dramatic gendering, radically
shifting during public performances, it has
been suggested that the figure of the shaman is
neither masculine nor feminine but rather a
mediator between the sexes, or a “third gender”
(Saladin d’Anglure 1992). Although this idea is
intriguing, at least at first, it represents a static
structuralist description of what is in fact an ex-
tremely fluid situation. The concept of third-
gender persons was created to describe people
with distinct gender identities separate from
women and men. They are labeled cross-gen-
dered because their gender and sex do not
match up with the Euro-American woman/
man binary system.

It is not membership within any one gender
category per se but rather the transformation of
gender, or frequent gender switching, bending,
blending, or reversing that is directly linked
with the process of coming closer to the sacred.
The theme of gender reversals and mediation
frequently occurs in mythology and rituals, but
the significance attached to it varies greatly, de-
pending on the form of the reversal, the con-
text, and the specific gender culture. Some of
the most diverse variations on the theme of
gender flexibility are reflected in beliefs about
shamans, animal spirits, and the manipulation
of their sexual organs and energies.

Messages about gender within shamanic ritu-
als range from the enforcement of difference to
the encouragement of ambiguity and the accep-
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tance of partial or total transformation. One
code through which these messages are made
manifest is transvestitism, or cross-dressing. In
Siberia, during the early years of the twentieth
century, shamans often wore women’s clothing
during their séances, whether or not they were
transgendered or what were called locally “soft
men” in their everyday lives. Some male
Chukchi shamans in northeastern Siberia iden-
tified with their female spirits so strongly that
they dressed all of the time as women, did
women’s work, and used the special language
spoken only by women. Others combined male
with female features or acted out a female role
without cross-dressing (Bogoras 1904—-1909).

Across the Bering Strait in Alaska, an Eskimo
shaman by the name of Asatchq performed a
birthing ritual. While someone drummed, he
rubbed his belly until it swelled then, removing
his pants, he knelt in the traditional birthing
position and pulled blood from between his
legs, followed by his shamanic icon. In Siberia
Sakha shamans of both sexes are also said to
have been able to give birth. Beginning at pu-
berty, a shaman’s training entailed birthing a
raven or loon, which instantly flew away. In the
second year the shaman birthed a pike that
swam away. And in the third and final year of
training, a truly great shaman gave birth to a
bear or a wolf (Balzer 1996).

Birth together with death provides key ac-
tions, symbols, and metaphors within shamanic
systems, traditions, and cultures. In many soci-
eties shamans are said “to be born” or “to die”
into the profession and in their subsequent
practices they may assist at actual births and ac-
tual deaths. Mircea Eliade (1989) and other
scholars following him have focused on illness,
death, dismemberment, and skeletalization
leading to rebirth as a shaman. Since men can-
not physically give birth, this shamanic path,
emphasizing death and culminating in rebirth,
is masculine in both symbolism and practice.
Among the Tukano of the Amazon basin, for
example, the journey of initiation into shaman-
ism centers on the penetration of the cosmic
uterus that ends in orgasm, followed by the
woman-free birth of a neophyte masculine
shaman (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1971). Other in-
digenous societies that exist outside of, or on
the edges of, Western biomedical and religious
cultures create multiple non-stigmatized gender
statuses for individuals who do not behave ac-
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cording to the biological sex ascribed to them
at birth. In a number of these traditions, gen-
der is united at the highest cosmic level with
the image of a dual or a co-gendered creator de-
ity or culture hero who combines the perspec-
tive, occupation, and outward appearances of
both a male and a female being.

Dual Deities and Co-Gendering

In a large number of societies the highest-rank-
ing deities consist of a feminine-masculine pair.
This singular but nevertheless bipolar dual de-
ity is manifested as a fluid shifting cosmic or-
dering force permeating all areas of the uni-
verse. Among the Mixtecs of Oaxaca, Mexico,
for example, there are two sets of divine cou-
ples: a creator pair as well as a younger pair,
both named One Deer after their day of birth.
These younger gods are an unfolding of the ini-
tial aged gods who went on to produce numer-
ous progeny. Likewise, in ancient Nahua
(Aztec) mythology the creator deity Ometeotl
is not singular but dual. This deity consists of a
female-male who resided at the Place of Dual-
ity (Ometeotl), located in the twelfth and thir-
teenth levels of the sky. They fought, breaking
their dishes, and from each and every shard a
new dual divinity sprang up. Another dual de-
ity, Oxomoco and Cipatonal, created two cal-
endars: one of 260 days that is linked to the
feminine gestation cycle and a masculine agri-
cultural calendar of 360 days with five extra
days added to adjust it to the astronomical cal-
endar. These deities and their calendars are
complementary rather than hierarchical (Mar-
cos 2000, 95-96).

In K’iche’ Mayan culture past and present,
the primordial couple, Xpiyacoc and Xmucane,
are believed to have performed a divinatory sor-
tilege at the time of human creation. The two
were described in the Popol Vuh, commonly
considered the Mayan Bible, as a midwife and a
matchmaker. In this shamanic tradition, as it is
still practiced today in highland Guatemala,
husbands and wives are trained together as
shamans by a shaman couple. Among the cen-
tral lessons they are taught is how to recognize
both cosmic co-gendering and their own co-
gendered nature. In other words, they learn
how to properly balance the feminine and mas-
culine dimensions both within their own bod-
ies and in the cosmos. For example, the left side

of everyone’s body is female, and the right side
is male. During their training and initiation,
shamans are encouraged to behave in both fem-
inine and masculine ways, and from time to
time to take on the social role of the opposite
sex. After their first initiation they might also
then undergo more specialized training and ini-
tiation separately in what are considered gen-
der-exclusive healing specialties: women as
midwives and men as bonesetters (Tedlock
1992).

Warao women, living in the Orinoco Delta
of Venezuela, specialize in treating the nicotine
seizures of their husbands and other male rela-
tives who use large doses of tobacco as a hallu-
cinogen (Wilbert 1972). As a result of this role
they are considered to be important shamans.
They cure the convulsions their male relatives
suffer during shamanic séances by asking the
tobacco spirits that reside in men’s chests to re-
lease them. Their healing role is modeled on
the behavior of the original shamans, a married
couple who on the death of the man’s parents
began to fast and after eight days of smoking
strong tobacco ascended together to the zenith.
There they went into the House of Tobacco
Smoke, where the man began to transform
himself into his guardian spirit, the swallow-
tailed kite. While he was shape-shifting, how-
ever, he suffered a nicotine seizure and nearly
died. His wife instantly transformed herself
into a frigate bird; rustling her wings and blow-
ing over his rigid body, she soothed and healed
him. The tobacco spirit then gave her the job
of healing seizures and initiated her as a
shaman. From then on she filled the role of a
shape- and gender-shifting shaman.

Here, as in many other Amazonian societies,
healing is performed in terms of gender com-
plementarities. Women specialize in treating ill-
nesses brought on by odoriferous contagion,
while men specialize in treating illnesses caused
by spirit aggression and object intrusion. Once
the contagions or foreign objects invade the
body they expand, creating fetid gas and pro-
ducing clinical symptoms affecting both the
physical organs and the soul of the particular
region of the body.

In the Kodi district of Suba, Indonesia, there
are also many double-gendered shamanic
deities. The distant, rather otiose Creator figure
is referred to as the Mother Binder of the Fore-
lock, Father Smelter of the Crown. The house-



pillar deity, who controls human childbearing
and health, is called Great Mother, Great Fa-
ther. The clan deity who lives in the large
banyan tree growing in the center of each vil-
lage is Elder Mother, Ancient Father. Shamans
who often cross gender boundaries during their
performances address this co-gendered deity,
who presides over ceremonial feasts and en-
forces ancestral law. Although Kodi has no per-
manent ot semipermanent liminal ﬁgures, such
as the transvestite shamans of Siberia, their
healers may assume a gender-ambiguous role
for a short period when it is necessary to con-
centrate power (Hoskins 1990).

Barbara Tedlock

See also: Costume, Shaman; Indonesian
Shamanism; Mapuche Shamanism;

Mayan Shamanism; Offerings and Sacrifice
in Shamanism; Priestesses of Eurasia;
Siberian Shamanism; Southeast Asian
Shamanism; Transvestism in Shamanism
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HEALING AND SHAMANISM

The question of whether shamans can heal their
clients can be answered satisfactorily only if one
looks carefully at the meaning of healing, and
then uses the insights of postmodern philoso-
phy to shed light on the nature of what
shamans do. If healing is recognized as bounded
within an experiential domain of suffering, then
shamans are capable of healing their clients,
providing relief from the chaos caused by ill-
ness, repairing personhood, and offering new
models of meaningful identity. Shamans do not
cure disease; they seek to construct a life world
in which disease has lost its meaning.

Health and Healing

To heal is to restore health. If, following the
1948 charter of the World Health Organiza-
tion, “health” is taken in its widest sense to
mean “complete physical, mental, and social
well-being and not merely the absence of dis-
ease or infirmity,” then healing is rarely accom-
plished, no matter what type of practitioner
seeks to achieve it. Shamans are no more likely
than are specialists of any other medical or reli-
gious system to effect physiological, psycholog-
ical, and social changes so comprehensive that
any patient could ever be considered com-
pletely healed. Chronic poverty, a major cause
of ill health throughout much of the world, re-
mains untouched by most forms of medical in-
tervention, and it is also left unaddressed by
shamans. In the industrial West, death rates
from all infectious diseases fell throughout the
last century with no obvious contribution
from medical science. As Richard Lewontin
noted, “complex social changes, resulting in
increases in the real earning of the great mass
of people, reflected in part in their far better
nutrition, . . . really lie at the basis of our in-

creased longevity and our decreased death rate
from infectious disease” (1991, 41). Many
forms of ill health are masked by the medical-
ization of their origins, which often lie not
only in poverty, but also in its closely associ-
ated conditions of malnutrition, overpopula-
tion, ecological degradation, unfair land tenure
systems, institutionalized gender disparities,
racism, exploitive wage labor, political oppres-
sion, and corruption. Likewise, the medicaliza-
tion of symptoms may lead to situations
where, for example, chronic hunger is treated
with tranquilizers or vitamin injections, whose
magical status lends them power no more
likely to cure underlying causes than would a
shaman’s intervention.

If, however, healing is taken less comprehen-
sively, in subjective terms of whether a person,
a family, or a community feels better after some
specific activity or intervention is performed,
then there is a circumscribed area in which the
outcomes of shamanic healing can be identi-
fied. To explore this domain, it is useful to re-
call the distinction commonly drawn in med-
ical anthropology between disease and illness,
with its corollary distinction between curing
and healing. The biomedical locus of disease as
an explanatory concept is the human body, de-
limited by anatomy that focuses on pathology
(Foucault 1994). As defined by Arthur Klein-
man, disease refers to biological or psychologi-
cal malfunctioning, while illness refers to the
patient’s experiences and perceptions, including
social responses to disease. Illness “is created by
personal, social, and cultural reactions to dis-
ease,” and so has a biographical significance as
well as a physiological significance (1980, 72).
In this model, curing is primarily a process of
clinical intervention in the pathophysiological
realm applied most successfully to acute condi-
tions such as infectious disease, and healing fo-
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cuses on less precise states of illness, including a
wide range of psychosomatic complaints, social
problems expressed in the soma, emotional
problems, and undiagnosed or undifferentiated
disorders. Conditions medically diagnosed as
congenital, degenerative, or terminal may fail
to be either cured or healed.

This model recognizes that one can have a dis-
ease without having an accompanying illness,
and can also be cured of a disease without being
healed of it. Although healing is often seen as
secondary to curing, a more radical application
of the distinction between the two suggests that
a patient could be healed of an affliction without
being cured: In such a case, the integrity of a pa-
tient as a social person would be restored, even if
a pathological state might remain untreated in
the patient’s body. It is precisely in this sense that
shamans, and other religious specialists, as well
as practitioners of “traditional” or “alternative”
medicines, may be capable of treating diverse
conditions that more rigorously scientific types
of medicine do not cure. A tacit recognition of
this premise underlies much popular usage of
the concept healing, as the term frequently im-
plies spiritual, miraculous, or psychic means,
and may be seen as involving occult or divine
forces at work, although such transcendental
speculations lie beyond the scope of this essay.

Scientific Approaches to Healing

At the other end of the spectrum from super-
natural explanations lie attempts to study heal-
ing scientifically. Many of these attempts focus
on the placebo effect, whose precise mecha-
nisms remain difficult to document. Place-
bos—substances or procedures without specific
activity for the condition being evaluated—
have been found effective in producing relief
from cough, headache, anxiety, hypertension,
pain, and depression, among other conditions,
and have also been documented to produce
toxic side effects, all of which results can also,
by extension, be attributed to shaman rituals.
Some of these results may, however, be attribut-
able to a reporting bias, and a recent meta-
analysis (Hrobjartsson and Gotzsche 2001) has
shown that in studies in which treatments are
compared not just with placebos but also with
no treatment at all, participants given no treat-
ment improve at about the same rate as partici-
pants given placebos.

Nevertheless, the work that has been done to
explain the success of the placebo effect may
have value in promoting an understanding of
the effect of shamanic healing. Howard Brody
suggested a model of conditions that may be
most conducive to the success of the placebo
effect: (1) the patient is provided with an expla-
nation of her illness that is consistent with her
preexisting view of the world; (2) a group of in-
dividuals assuming socially sanctioned roles is
available to provide emotional support for the
patient; and (3) the healing intervention leads
to the patient’s acquiring a sense of mastery and
control over the illness (1977, 122). These
three conditions are met by many forms of
shamanic healing, particularly in those tradi-
tional societies that have long had well-defined
roles for shamans.

Other, more biologically reductionist ap-
proaches to shamanic healing seek explanation
in various neuroendocrine mechanisms. Much
of this approach is based on the stimulation of
pain-controlling endogenous opiates by various
quasi-shamanic practices such as self-inflicted
wounds or the use of psychotropic drugs. Such
studies have ordinarily examined practitioners
rather than patients, and most often have been
based on neopractitioners, that is, practitioners
who are devoid of traditional cultural contexts.
In the absence of rigorous, double-blinded
case-controlled trials, these hypotheses remain
on or beyond the periphery of science.

Shamanic Healing

Throughout much of the world, the capacity to
heal was traditionally seen as resulting either
from power of office, as by priests or kings, or
by a sacred commission or special gift. Both of
these traditions were combined in the role of
shaman, whose position within the social sys-
tem of most cultures was well defined, a result
of apprenticeship and rigorous training, but
who nevertheless frequently claimed a special
calling to the profession, often with a privileged
relation to particular spirits. This relation was
often manifested by suffering illnesses attrib-
uted to those spirits before agreeing to become
a shaman. Anne Fadiman (1997, 21), for exam-
ple, reported that Hmong epileptics often be-
came shamans, since their seizures offered evi-
dence of their power to perceive things other
people could not see and were a means for fa-



cilitating their entry into trance. Crucially, as
Joan Halifax put it, “that they have been ill
themselves gives them an intuitive sympathy
for the suffering of others and lends them emo-
tional credibility as healers” (1982). She ex-
plored this phenomenon in depth, drawing on
the myth of the centaur Chiron, who, although
greatest of healers and teacher of Aesculepius
(who became the god of medicine and healing),
was unable to heal himself of the wound given
by Hercules’s poisoned arrow.

Shaman healing rituals traditionally rely on
oral texts, chants or songs telling stories of the
creation and of the relations between humans
and spirits. Shamans recite myths of the origins
of worldly disorder and histories of malevolent
forces, stories that explain why people suffer,
grow old, and die. They tell of extraordinary
events and exceptional healers, list symptoms
attributable to different agents of affliction,
identify where those agents may be found, and
explain how they may be placated. The rela-
tionship of these myths to healing was first ex-
amined by Claude Lévi-Strauss in his 1949 ar-
ticle “The Effectiveness of Symbols,”
(Lévi-Strauss, 1963), in which he drew specific
parallels with the process of abreaction in
Freudian psychoanalysis. Lévi-Strauss con-
cluded that by a shaman’s recital, “conflicts and
resistances are resolved . . . because this knowl-
edge makes possible a specific experience, in
the course of which conflicts materialize in an
order and on a level permitting their free devel-
opment and leading to their resolution” (198).
This helps to explain why so many healing ritu-
als of shamans involve symbolic activities, such
as gestures of binding, burying, sucking, or
blowing.

Healing rituals personally observed by the
author in Nepal (Maskarinec 1995) often illus-
trated the activities of repairing or postponing
fate and setting up barriers to protect the pa-
tient. Two of these rituals incorporated explicit
acts of raising the patient heavenward, in cases
in which astrological difficulties needed repair.
In one, the shaman moved the patient’s foot
step by step up a small model of a pole ladder.
In the second, relatives and neighbors lifted the
patient as she crouched atop winnowing trays.
To reinforce the sense that the patient was be-
ing conveyed into the heavens, the shaman
might suspend models of the sun and moon
from the roof beam, along with a plant shoot.
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The patient was lifted up to them. Once ele-
vated, the patient bit the plant shoot. The
recital took the form of a dialogue between the
shaman and the patient, with the shaman
speaking both parts:

“Did you eat the green fodder, the cold water?”

“Ate it!”

“Did you see the nine suns, the nine moons?”

“Saw them!”

“Did you cross the seven difficult passes, the
seven crevasses?”

“Crossed them!”

“If you go to the sky, I'll pull you back by
your feet!

“If you go to deep earth, I'll pull you back by
your top-knot!” (Maskarinec)

Moving the patient physically is paralleled
symbolically by soul retrieval rituals, common
in many shamanic practices. When a patient’s
vital forces have been fragmented, they may
need to be recalled, or, if they are recalcitrant,
shamans may need to search for them. Retriev-
ing lost souls is the symbolic converse of heal-
ing by extraction, in which shamans “remove”
quasi-physical objects from their patients,
things that have been inserted by witches or
other malevolent forces. Shamans may also
work as exorcists, casting out spirits that ad-
versely affect their clients, including, on occa-
sion, ones that they have themselves dis-
patched, as shamans recognize that if they can
heal, they can also cause illness. For example,
Nepali shamans may dispatch the souls of the
dead to drum up business:

Wake up, dead souls, those who died at the
right time, wake up!

Those who died at the wrong time, deceased
dead souls, wake up!

Wake up, dead souls, wake up!

Go to the east, go to the west!

Go to the north, go to the south!

You, go in the middle of the night,

entering towns, whoever you fancy, strike!

Go, dead souls, go! (Maskarinec 1998, 349)

Shamanic healing often acknowledges the
claims of the person who is seen as causing the
illness, illness becoming an index of social rela-
tionships. Some sources, such as dead ances-
tors, may need to be placated and bribed; still
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others, such as witches or other shamans, must
be threatened and punished. Negotiating on a
patient’s behalf with dead relatives who remain
troubled by unresolved family issues and social
dilemmas is another form of shamanic inter-
vention (Vitebsky 1993), one in which the so-
cial aspects of shamanic healing are made clear,
particularly its useful contribution toward heal-
ing grieving.

Discourse and Language

As Lévi-Strauss also observed, “physical in-
tegrity cannot withstand the dissolution of the
social personality,” opening an additional ex-
planation for shamanic healing; it can be seen
as a form of logotherapy, a therapy that works
by restoring meaning, originally developed by
Viktor Frankl. It uses cosmogony to recreate a
meaningful world, reintegrating the patient
with her society. Creation myths frequently
play significant roles in shaman healing rituals,
the words not only giving shape and purpose to
the rituals, but fundamentally establishing new
orders in the world. Reversing a psychoanalytic
observation of Julia Kristeva (1989, 11), one
can say that the discourse itself forms and
transforms the subject. The discourse of cos-
mological knowledge is communicated to the
shaman through his spiritual connections when
he is in trance, as though he were truly an
“other,” thus converting him into a specialist
who can actively intervene in the world by tak-
ing responsibility for it. A shaman affirms by
his recitations not only his mastery of esoteric
material but also of the topics—the spirits and
their properties as healing or harming agents—
that it contains. This cosmological and theoret-
ical knowledge is shared with the audience,
giving them hope of possible relief from mis-
fortune.

Through a dialectic of unity and difference,
of fragmentation and integration, shamans re-
construct an orderly world, connecting cosmol-
ogy with healthy social relations and personal
well-being. Shamans replace the chaotic, unbal-
anced, inexpressible suffering of a patient with
orderly, balanced, grammatical, and eloquently
expressible states. Reading the Golden Bough,
Wittgenstein noted, “In magical healing one in-
dicates to an illness that it should leave the pa-
tient.” (1979, Ge; italics in original) A shaman
does more. With her words, which are her

power and her tools, she creates both the illness
and the disease, creates the body of the patient,
and creates the world in which her patient expe-
riences relief. A shaman’s language does not at-
tempt to describe how things are. It determines
how the world will be. Words shape and give
substance to the accidents of the external world.
The right words create the world anew, curing
the victims of a stale, deteriorated world; heal-
ing is thus an aesthetic endeavor. A shaman, to
heal, battles entropy, resisting the inevitable ac-
celerating descent of the world into chaos.

Ritual language, with its powerful figures of
speech, creates maps for transforming reality;
Ruth Murray Underhill noted for the Papagos,
“The describing of a desired event in the magic
of beautiful speech was to them the means by
which to make that event take place” (1938, 6).
Gary Witherspoon noted the same for Navajo
theories of language: “The symbol was not cre-
ated as a means of representing reality; on the
contrary, reality was created or transformed as a
manifestation of symbolic form. In the Navajo
view of the world, language is not a mirror of
reality; reality is a mirror of language” (1977,
34). Shaman texts are structured presentations
of life, not representations of life or references
to it; their recitations are ideal dramas that
open for intervention the shapes and bound-
aries of the human condition. A shaman heal-
ing text, like a musical composition, cannot
represent anything other than itself, and noth-
ing can improve on the power of the words
themselves. Concentrated at the shape-giving
boundaries of action, healing texts embrace an
aesthetic of completion, integration, purity,
and balance, reshaping the imbalances and
fragmentation that characterize illness (Desjar-
lais 1992).

Hegel may have been talking about the same
phenomenon when he said “sound releases the
Ideal from its entanglement in matter” (Hegel
1975, 88). The metaphysical understanding be-
hind Hegel’s words, however, is very different
from the shamanic worldview. If one were to
accept, as Hegel plainly did, Plato’s metaphysi-
cal premise that language represents things in a
primary world, the world of the Ideal, and that
tropes—a further remove from that reality—
are just “figures of speech,” then shamanic heal-
ing is an irrelevancy. Shamans implicitly deny
this fundamental principle of Western meta-
physics, rejecting Plato’s transcendental signi-



fied beneath the world of daily life. Shamans
use language to constitute reality, not to denote
or to imitate it. Shamanic language is not a
mirror of the world, not even of an ideal world,
but a set of technical devices to give form to a
new world, an experiential life world in which
the words of a correctly recited formula will al-
leviate corporal suffering, because they give
form to pain, to the sufferer, to the cause of the
pain, to the entire world in which the sufferer
experiences pain. Instead of a denotative theory
of language in which words signify the world,
shamanic speech presupposes a generative the-
ory of words creating the world, and therefore
posits that healing is not just a possibility, but a
necessity in order to create a world.

The Sacrifice

Every shamanic healing ritual concludes with
either a sacrifice, usually a blood offering, de-
manded by the familiar spirits with which
shamans work, or minimally a temporary sub-
stitute postponing that offering. Acknowledg-
ing the violence of illness as a disruption of or-
der, the new reality constructed by the shaman
must be cemented by a parallel act of violence,
perhaps reflecting an intuition similar to that of
Jacques Lacan, that violence “is situated at the
root of formalization” (Nakazawa 1986, 122;
Lacan 1968). These words conclude one
shaman healing text:

For my patient, I have provided complete
protection,

I have provided safety, I have provided protec-
tion,

I've distanced the crises, distanced the ob-
structions,

life joined to life, breath joined to breath,

blood joined to blood, flesh joined to flesh,

body joined to body, breath joined to breath.
(Maskarinec, forthcoming)

The sacrifice completes the negotiations with
those unseen forces who have been blamed for
the illness, whether witches, dead humans, or
spirits of various types. It compels those forces
to acknowledge the shaman’s power over life
and death. Therapeutically, the sacrificed ani-
mal’s flesh and blood not only provide a substi-
tute for those of the patient, they concretely
bridge the space opened between myth and re-
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ality, reuniting the unseen with the present and
offering tangible social evidence that shamans
continue to have meaningful power over this
world of suffering.

Gregory G. Maskarinec

See also: African Traditional Medicine;
American Indian Medicine Societies;
Cross-Cultural Perspectives on Shamans;
Ethnocentrism and Shamanism; Extraction;
Hmong Shamanism; Huichol Shamanism;
Hypnosis and Shamanism; Igbo Shamanism;
“Magic,” Power, and Ritual in Shamanism;
Mayan Shamanism; Nepalese Shamans;
Neuropsychology of Shamanism; Psychology
of Shamanism
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HISTORY OF THE STUDY OF
SHAMANISM

Studies on shamanism as a scholarly concept
date back to the late nineteenth century, when
this neologism came into current use. The
word shaman, used for a type of religious spe-
cialist first encountered among the Tungus of
Siberia, had been progressively extended to
similar specialists all over the world, starting in
the mid-nineteenth century (Mikhailowski
1894).

However, sources on Tungus and other
Siberian forms of shamanism go back to long
before that time: to the account of his exile in
Siberia by the Russian archbishop Avvakum
(1672-1675) (Narby and Huxley 2001, 18-
20). Travel accounts written by western Euro-
peans in the eighteenth century introduced this
word to literature, but the understanding of the
word shaman remained confined to intellectual
circles in Europe and Siberian specialists. The
first two accounts were written in German (Is-
brants Ides, ambassador of Russia to China,
1692—1695, translated into French in 1699,
and English in 1706), and in Dutch (Nicolas
Witsen, 1692). Their choice of the term
shaman from among other Siberian terms for
this figure resulted in making the term standard
and Tungus shamanism paradigmatic. Its ex-
tension and recognition by early ethnographers
as a legitimate term—more than one century
later—to define similar ritualists encountered
in other parts of the world was mainly due to
its being a native term from the language of a
shamanic society.

The term shaman came to be used liberally
in literature to replace a series of European
terms deemed unsatisfactory (sorcerer, diviner,
healer, magician, juggler, and the like). It was
used with no reference to a well-established
definition and rather served as a term that
could be all-encompassing: A shaman could be
both sorcerer and healer, with no contradiction



between these two activities. Similarly, the term
shamanism came into use without being delin-
eated as a particular scholarly concept nor asso-
ciated with definite methods. It was designed to
support the term shaman as a general scholarly
concept and enjoyed the same extension.
Nowadays both terms are used to refer retro-
spectively to a still wider range of cases, which
were given other names before.

Throughout the three-century-long history
of scholarship in the area, shamanism has been
approached by academic disciplines as different
as the history of religion, psychology, medicine,
art, and, more recently, anthropology. It has
also been the topic of many kinds of more or
less extrascientific approaches, for it is a matter
where subjective considerations are apt to inter-
fere. The very fact that it has become an object
of popular interest in the framework of West-
ern countercultural movements since the 1960s
has entailed a large variety of uses of the word
far beyond the boundaries of usual applications
and specialized studies. On the whole, shaman-
ism has given rise to an enormous amount of
writing.

Several trends can be distinguished, at some
risk of simplification. Debates have focused
mainly on the extent to which shamanism
should be seen as a religion (and thus a socio-
cultural institution) and the extent to which it
should be understood as an inherent human
property, to be understood in terms of the
field of psychology. These two approaches ap-
pear to be derived from Western ideological
positions, which have led to a full range of di-
vergent valuations in the course of time. In
what follows, names and dates are given for
the most significant contributions, whether or
not those works have been listed in the already
lengthy References.

A Cultural Phenomenon:
Devilish, Backward, Romantic

The first trend is the one taken up by mission-
aries and a majority of early travelers who all, as
Western people, looked at shamans with Chris-
tian eyes. They acknowledged the shaman as a
religious character, but in the devil’s service and
not in God’s. As evidence for this conclusion
they brought forward the “wild and extrava-
gant”, animal-like attire and behavior of
shamans during their rituals and their claims to
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foretell and influence the future—an offense to
God’s will. Such arguments were used late into
the nineteenth century to convert shamanistic
peoples to Christianity, in order to further the
process of their integration into the Russian
Empire.

Another view emerged in the eighteenth cen-
tury under the influence of Enlightenment ideas:
Far from coming within the realm of religion,
shamans were seen as quacks who make use of
their fellows’ gullibility. While competing as an
interpretation with the religious one, this view
led to similar conclusions. In their comments
from a distance, rationalist philosophers argued
that shamanism was to be eradicated, if not in
the name of monotheist transcendence against
the devil, then in the name of reason against ob-
scurantism, of culture against nature. In all re-
spects shamanism was seen as potentially subver-
sive and a hindrance to the progress of
humankind. On one hand, this trend encour-
aged explorers to stay in the field for long peri-
ods of time and to carry out the most accurate
and wide-ranging observations possible, which
produced a large set of excellent descriptions
(such as those of D. G. Messerschmidt, describ-
ing his travels 1720-1727; J. G. Gmelin, travels
1733-1744, published 1751-1752; John Bell
1763; S. Krasheninnikov 1764; J. G. Georgi
1776-1780; Pallas 1776). On the other hand, it
led some of them (especially Gmelin) to focus
on unmasking the shamans’ presumably mis-
leading tricks—which, of course, made both
shamans and their audiences suspicious of for-
eigners and led to many shamans choosing to
practice in secret.

Then, in the context of the romantic reac-
tion against the Enlightenment, other philoso-
phers (mainly the German Johann Gottfried
Herder) praised shamans as “noble savages,”
and exalted their magic art. Gloria Flaherty
(1992) brought this trend to light by gathering
favorable comments on shamanism (mostly
called by other names) from writings by the
French philosopher Denis Diderot, Herder, the
German poet Johann Wolfgang von Goethe,
and others. At that time, their ideas remained
confined to urban intellectual circles and were
rarely featured in firsthand descriptions. Only a
few Russian fieldworkers, belonging to the
group of Siberian regionalists under the leader-
ship of G. N. Potanin, expressed romantic
views in their records. (See Narby and Huxley



144 HISTORY OF THE STUDY OF SHAMANISM

2001 for documents from many of these ob-
servers and philosophers.)

A Psychological Phenomenon

A majority of field observers—mainly scientists
and administrators following the colonization
process—were rather inclined to reflect realities
in their records. These testified to changes in
shamanic practice under the impact of and as a
reaction to colonization: Nervous and mental
troubles increased, and so did rites to heal
them. In addition to their usual healing func-
tion, healing rites also developed as a means of
symbolic protection of traditional life at both
individual and collective levels: They were bet-
ter tolerated than all other traditional rituals by
colonial authorities who were eager to spread
their own law and faith. As a consequence,
more and more individuals resorted to
“shamanizing” for themselves. Be that as it may,
this context gave rise to a full range of psycho-
logical approaches to shamanism.

Thus, the study of shamans and shamanism
passed from the realm of religion to that of psy-
chology as it was becoming widely used in the
late nineteenth century. One reason was that
sociology did not characterize shamanism as a
religion, since it is marked by a highly person-
alized practice with neither clergy nor doctrine:
What exists is only “a certain kind of people
filling religious and social functions” (Van Gen-
nep 1903, 51). In addition, shamanism is often
found mixed with popular practices attached to
world religions (Aigle, Brac de la Perritre, and
Chaumeil 2000), so that such questions arose
as, “Does shamanism fit any type of belief or is
it independent of any belief?” The other reason
lay in the fact that this failure of sociology to
classify shamanism as a religion fitted in with
field observers' statements about the therapeu-
tic function of shamanism on the one hand and
with the growing influence of psychoanalysis
on the other hand. Under the influence of the
latter, debates about “the certain kind of
people,” as Van Gennep described them,
calmed down: Far from being heroic or charis-
matic, shamanizing was declared psychopatho-
logical. The healing power of shamanic rites
was therefore seen as intended for the shamans
themselves as well as for the audience.

This interpretation predominated through-
out the first half of the twentieth century, in

the field and elsewhere. The work of Waldemar
Bogoras (1904-1910), popularized by Marie
Antoinette Czaplicka (1914), established a
connection between shamanism and “arctic
hysteria” on the basis of external similarities—
a trend that culminated with Ake Ohlmarks
(1939), who classified types of shamanism ac-
cording to the degree of shamans’ psy-
chopathology. A majority of scholars then
adopted a similar position, whatever the cul-
tural area concerned (Ackerknecht 1943), with
a few of them retracting afterwards, while still
focusing on the shaman’s personality as the
source for shamanic behavior (Kroeber 1940).
The most extreme position was that put
forward by George Devereux (1961), who
branded the shaman “a severe neurotic or psy-
chotic,” who is never cured but whose contact
with the supernatural world provides him with
continual self-therapy. Discussions about the
shaman’s personality and mental state during
ritual continued far into the 1970s and 1980s,
mainly in the United States (Silverman 1967;
Bourguignon 1973; Hippler 1976; Noll
1983)—without mainstream psychology ever
taking them up. As early as 1935, however,
Sergei Shirokogoroff had emphasized in his fa-
mous Psychomental Complex of the Tungus that
shamans must be physically and mentally
strong to cope with their duties, although
there were also weak personalities among those
he met.

It is worth stressing that, in the middle of the
twentieth century and later, anthropologists de-
serted the debate on the shamans’ psychology.
A majority of them pursued monographic field
studies more or less based on the idea that
shamanism is an all-inclusive system in each so-
ciety (Lewis 2003). But others declared the
concept of shamanism irrelevant and useless

(Geertz 1966; Taussig 1987).

Idealization and Universalization

At the same time, however, shamanism started
to become popular with the general public. It
was still assigned to the sphere of psychology
and seen as a matter of individual subjectivity,
but approaches took a new turn in the frame of
a complex trend that emerged from the coun-
terculture movement born in the early 1960s in
California. This trend eventually came to ideal-
ize shamanism and in fact recreate it. Several



factors played a role in this reversal of values. In
the first place, two writers, whose work intellec-
tual and artistic circles extolled, had an impor-
tant influence. In works of ethnographic fic-
tion, Carlos Castaneda exalted the use of
hallucinogens by sorcerers as a source for en-
riching spiritual life, which contributed to in-
teresting members of the drug culture in
shamanism (Furst 1972; Harner 1973).

Then, the English translation of the most fa-
mous book ever written on shamanism,
Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy
(1964), published by Mircea Eliade in French
in 1951, enhanced interest in the use of
shamanism as part of personal spirituality by
offering a “purer” model of shamanism, free
from any psychotropic conditioning, primary
in all respects. This book attempted to recon-
cile religious and psychological views of
shamanism: It was the shaman’s success at cur-
ing himself that enabled him to heal other
people, and his “ecstasy” (understood as a kind
of journey to heaven) is the religious experience
par excellence. The word “ecstasy”—perceived
as direct contact with the Divine—made the
idea attractive to those Christians who were
contesting what they saw as a too strict clerical
hierarchy at that time.

Eliade’s book was also a mystical essay, in
which shamanism was understood as poten-
tially universal (in the line of Jung and Camp-
bell) and in fact elitist. Eliade saw the shaman,
in addition to being a rebel against all kinds of
established powers, as a forerunner of a full
range of creative or innovative specialties—a re-
turn to romanticist views. Alice Kehoe (1996)
criticized, under the ascription of “primi-
tivism,” such an idealization of shamanism by
Eliade and one of his best-known followers,
Ake Hultkrantz. Be that as it may, the view as-
cribing “the beginnings of art” to shamanism,
first expressed by Andreas Lommel (1967),
valid for all kinds of art (for theater, according
to Schechner 1976), has been widespread up to
the present in general public and artistic circles.
It is worth emphasizing that it has been the
popular success of Eliade’s book that has gradu-
ally imposed it as a reference on anyone who
writes on shamanism. It is seen both as an im-
pressive scholarly work and as one contested
because of its weak scientific value (distortion
of data, comparison between elements taken
out of context and not based on actual field-
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work by the author, and the like). It is trans-
lated into many non-European languages and
popular in formerly shamanistic societies.

Interest in shamanism has developed in sev-
eral directions, marked by postmodernist
thinking and the New Age trend. It has given
rise to Western forms of Neo-Shamanism, the
most influential of which was founded in 1985
by Michael Harner in California: the Center,
then Foundation, for Shamanic Studies. It is
meant to spread Core Shamanism, a creation of
Harner from common elements of various
shamanic traditions, therefore supposed to be
universal and accessible to Westerners. The
message is intended for everybody: There is a
spirit world or “nonordinary” reality that can
be accessed through the “shamanic state of con-
sciousness’—Harner’s designation of what oth-
ers call an “altered,” “alternate,” or “modified”
state of consciousness, which corresponds to
Eliade’s “ecstasy” or “trance.” Core shamanism
proclaims itself as leaderless. It has been intro-
duced in the form of fee-paying courses in ur-
ban areas, in Europe and in the United States,
as well as in formerly shamanist societies in the
Americas, Asia, and Russia (Funk and
Kharitonova 1999; Townsend 2001; a depic-
tion of the training by a trainee is given in
Jakobsen 1999). The definition of shamanism
in terms of a state of consciousness encourages
the idea that shamanism is universal, ahistoric,
and culture-free. To supporters of this view,
shamanism may be found everywhere and at all
times, in modern cities as well as in prehistoric
rock art (Clottes and Lewis-Williams 1998;
comments in Francfort and Hamayon 2002) or
in Celtic culture (Noel 1997; Jones 1998). It
epitomizes primordial spirituality, including in
the first place that of the West.

References to shamanism have diversified in
the last two decades of the twentieth century,
more often in the shape of limited individual
initiatives than in an organized framework, and
are marked by the disappearance of the
shaman’s figure as a common feature. Initially
focused on therapy, practices may evolve to-
wards performing arts, expected to put body
and soul in harmony (Kim and Hoppdl 1995).
Ideas may evolve towards “deep” or “spiritual
ecology,” based on the sense of nature and the
general “interconnectedness” inherent in
shamanism (Stuckrad 2002). Other purposes
emerge: musical innovation (Howard 2002);
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“mystic or ecstatic tourism,” based on the no-
tion of “experiential” shamanism (advertising
abounds in the journal Shamans Drum); acqui-
sition of “powers” or tools of “conscious busi-
ness,” “leadership coaching,” and so on. As to
financial objectives, although they are now
widespread in Asiatic neoshamanic practices,
they seem to have only recently emerged in the
West, as suggested by Merete Demant Jakob-
sen, quoting from a leaflet: “Shamanic Finance
is: Integrating Money with Spirit” (1999, 203).

Most of the approaches born during the last
three decades have the effect of making practice
interfere with scholarly study and abolishes the
distance of the researcher from the object of re-
search required by classical scientific ap-
proaches. Moreover, the present disparity of
understandings deters any attempt at a general
theory of shamanism.

Roberte Hamayon

See also: Core Shamanism and Neo-
Shamanism; Ethnocentrism and Shamanism;
Neo-Shamanism in Germany; Paganism in
Europe; Psychology of Shamanism;
Psychopathology and Shamanism; Visions
and Imagery: Western Perspectives
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HORSES

Horses are used in shamanism as totems, spirit
guides, and medicine. The power of the horse
is its tireless ability to cover long distances, a
trait that was probably envied by our prehis-
toric ancestors, who also had to journey for
miles in order to survive. Horses were also a
source of meat, and there is a tendency among
primordial people to view animals that provide
essential protein with reverence. Cave paintings
of primitive horses certainly depict the fatness
of horses as a quality worth recording for pos-
terity.

In prehistoric times, shamans probably prac-
ticed propitiation rituals designed to appease
the spirits of animals needed for survival.
Horses were originally game animals, whose
spirits had to return in the form of new horses
to continue being available for hunting and
eating. As the human relationship to the horse
changed, the symbolic meanings ascribed to the
horse changed as well.

Horses are domesticated animals and have
been helpers to humankind for millennia, par-
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ticularly as a means of transportation. As a re-
sult, the concept of travel, especially for prein-
dustrial societies, is strongly associated with
horses. This association with travel is reflected
in the symbolic horse in cultures that practice
shamanism. Because the shaman enters into a
trance state and is believed to travel to other
worlds, an ally that can assist in these often per-
ilous journeys is valued.

Horses have figured prominently in many
cultures’ mythologies. The sun god’s chariot in
Hindu and Greek mythology is pulled across
the sky by teams of fiery horses. Pegasus of the
Greeks, Sleipnir of ancient Nordic culture, Mo-
hammed’s horse Alborak, and many others re-
flect the mystical connotations associated with
horses. The winged horse symbolized the abil-
ity to fly into heaven, or to the Underworld,
and horses with multiple sets of legs mirrored
the number of pallbearers’ legs as they carried
the coffin to the grave. Shamanic concepts of
the horse reflected these cultural beliefs.

Horses carry connotations of freedom and
independence, as well as devotion. Not only is
the domesticated horse used to preserve the in-
tegrity of the family farm and take the traveler
safely on long journeys, the horse is also capa-
ble of surviving alone in the wild. Because a
horse can live without the support of human
beings, the fact that horses allow themselves to
be used as beasts of burden is often seen as an
act of loyalty. Small wonder that many no-
madic Arabic cultures kept their horses in the
tent with the rest of the family.

Sacrifice of a horse is an enormous offering
due to its value. Horses were sacrificed both lit-
erally and symbolically in association with
many shamanic rituals. The Buryat consecrated
the horse stick used in shamanic ceremonies
with the blood of sacrificed animals during
shamanic initiations. This practice was believed
to make the horse stick “real.” The Buryats also
sacrificed horses themselves, placing the horse
skin and skull on a tall pole as an offering of
propitiation to the deities. Other Siberian
groups, such as the Yakut, had similar practices.
The Altaian shaman both sacrificed the horse
and conducted the slain animal’s soul to God.
Horse sacrifice was practiced in Vedic India to
enable the shaman to achieve direct contact
with Bai Ulgan or another god.

The association of horses with flight relates to
the concept of shamanic journeying, initiatory

experiences, and movement through ecstatic
states of consciousness. This makes the horse
the perfect companion for shamanic work.
Many of the objects and symbols used in
shamanic practices are referred to as the
shaman’s “horse.” The rune Eh in Sami culture,
which resembles the letter M in the English al-
phabet, is called the shaman’s horse because the
shaman can “ride” it into the other worlds.
Drums, or the beat of drums, are described as
the shaman’s horse as well for the same reason—
the beat conveys the shaman safely through the
Otherworld. The Buryat horse stick becomes a
real horse in nonordinary reality that is ridden
as part of the shaman’s ecstatic journey.

Mongolian shamans conceive of personal psy-
chic energy as a windhorse, and this aspect of
self is developed through balanced living and re-
ligious practices. Destructive actions and bad
thoughts deplete windhorse, making the concept
similar to Tibetan Buddhists” idea of karma. The
Buryat also believe that reincarnating ami souls
(body souls) are sent out on spirit horses to in-
habit the newborn by the goddess Umai.

The result of humanity’s long time admira-
tion of horses and dependence on them for
work, transportation, and artistic inspiration is
the horse’s appearance as both symbol and
magical agent in shamanic practices through-
out the world.

Trisha Lepp

See also: Animal Symbolism (Asia); Buryat
Shamanism; Drumming in Shamanistic
Rituals; Sakha Shamanism; Siberian
Shamanism
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HYPNOSIS AND SHAMANISM
Hypnosis and hypnotic phenomena are integral
aspects of certain shamanic practices. The use
of hypnotic methods can be identified in an-
cient shamanistic traditions from around the
world, long before hypnosis was formally intro-
duced into modern Western society (e.g., Teit-
elbaum 1978; Bowers 1976). This close rela-
tionship between shamanism and hypnosis can
be clearly observed in at least two areas of the
shamanic complex. First, both shamanism in its
healing rituals and hypnosis in its therapeutic
encounter rely essentially on the skillful manip-
ulation of the patient’s imagination in order to
achieve the desired therapeutic benefits. Ac-
cordingly, shamanic healing and clinical hyp-
nosis can be jointly defined as the “masterful
presentation of ideas [by the hypnotist or
shaman] in order to manipulate images in the
subject or client, all for the purpose of causing
deliberate physiological and/or psychological
responses to take place” (Overton 1998, 167).
The second aspect shared by both shamanism
and hypnosis is the representative use of the
same dissociative state of consciousness, which
in shamanism is referred to as the shamanic
journey, or ecstatic flight, and in hypnosis is
called the hypnotic trance, or simply trance.
Neurophysiological and empirical evidence
support the view that the shamanic journey
achieved without the use of hallucinogenic sub-
stances, that is, with the aid of musical instru-
mentation, chanting, and similar phenomena,
elicits the same electroencephalographic profile
as the hypnotic trance state. In addition, expe-
riential phenomena characteristic of the
shaman’s ecstatic flight, such as shapeshifting,
contact with imaginal agents, and the like, can
likewise be achieved in hypnotic trance (see
Overton 1998, 2000).

The role of trance and imagination in hyp-
nosis is not always self-evident from the defini-
tions of hypnosis that have been given, which
vary greatly. Hypnosis has been defined as “any
effective communication” (Grinder and Ban-
dler 1981, 2), “a state of mind in which sugges-
tions are acted upon much more powerfully
than is possible under normal circumstances”
(Alman and Lambrou 1990, 7), and “ideas
evoking responses” (Bierman 1995, 65). Each
of these definitions illustrates differing views on
the relationship between hypnosis and trance,
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an association that is often not clearly under-
stood, although the latter is frequently implic-
itly viewed as equivalent to the former. How-
ever, although the use of trance with patients is
central to the manner in which hypnotherapy
is currently practiced, this was not always the
case, nor do all practitioners understand it to
be an essential element.

From its initial stages to its present-day us-
age, hypnosis in the West has undergone a se-
ries of identifiable transformations in its devel-
opment. These transformations reveal the
relationship between hypnosis and trance, the
role that imagination plays in the therapeutic
process, and some key intrinsic aspects of hyp-
nosis that pertain to its relationship with
shamanism. In the West, hypnosis, or mes-
merism, as it was once called, can be directly
traced to Anton Mesmer, who in 1776 pro-
moted the idea that a general magnetic fluid
pervaded all of nature, including living organ-
isms, and that disease resulted when this mag-
netic fluid was unevenly distributed within the
body. The proximity of a magnetized sub-
stance was employed to reestablish the flow of
magnetic fluid in the body and therefore re-
store the organism to health. Although the
hypnotic procedure took place without a for-
mal trance induction process, healing was ac-
complished by the successful manipulation of
the patient’s expectation of the effects of imag-
ined magnetic forces. So powerful were the im-
ages of the effects of these illusory forces, that
these therapeutic interventions were often ac-
companied by violent convulsions on the part
of the patient.

The second phase in the development of
hypnosis centered on the techniques promoted
by a disciple of Mesmer, the Marquis de Puyse-
gur. Puysegur insisted that the healing power
to realign the magnetic fluids in the patient’s
body resided not in the magnets themselves,
but rather in the magnetizer, who by mere
willpower redirected the magnetic flow and
promoted healing. Puysegur was the first hyp-
notist known to induce a trance in his pa-
tients, a state that he referred to as somnambu-
lism. Thus, this phase in the development of
hypnosis is distinguished by the use of (still
imaginary) directed forces, combined with the
introduction of the somnambulist, or the pa-
tient in a trance state. Puysegur’s techniques
inspired several healing methods involving
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hand passes (so-called laying on of the hands)
and light touching in key areas of the body.

The next stage in the evolution of hypnosis
began in 1819 with Abbé Faria, who developed
the fixed-gaze method, in which he required
subjects to fix their attention on an object in
order to induce trance, after which he would
offer healing suggestions to complete the inter-
vention. Faria believed that the capacity for
healing resided, not in the magnetizer’s powers,
but rather in the patient’s trance state. Despite
the publication of his results, his discoveries
sparked little attention and remained unknown
for some time.

In 1849, several decades later, and independ-
ently of Faria’s findings, Dr. James Braid also
discovered that when patients experienced a
period of focused attention on a light, they be-
came more suggestible. He coined the term /yp-
nosis to refer to the sleeplike state patients en-
tered when they stared at the light for extended
periods. As with Abbé Faria, Braid’s discovery
that patients became more susceptible to the
images elicited by his suggestions when in hyp-
nosis than otherwise led him to conclude that
the therapeutic process depended, not on the ef-
fect of any magnetic substance, but rather on
the hypnotic state of the patient. Furthermore,
Braid concluded that patients’ suggestibility was
measured by their capacity to enter the hyp-
notic state. With the advances of both Abbé
Faria and James Braid, hypnosis passed into
what has been called the trance stage, during
which trance alone, without the manipulation
of imagined magnetic forces, became under-
stood as the basis for the healing intervention.

By the end of the nineteenth century, Hip-
polyte Bernheim and Auguste-Ambroise
Liebault in France had fully determined that
hypnosis is the result of psychological forces
within the subject and not physical or any
other kind of forces existing outside the sub-
ject. In 1958, after a two-year study, the Ameri-
can Medical Association accepted hypnosis as a
viable clinical procedure. Currently, the term
hypnosis has become exceedingly controversial,
difficult to define and therefore to delimit. It is
still often applied indiscriminately to the
method of intervention called hypnotherapy,
the hypnotic trance state, and the psychological
and cognitive phenomena commonly elicited
during trance, as well as to the means of induc-
ing the trance state itself.

What is important to note about hypnosis
and can clearly be seen in its history is the cen-
tral role that the individual’s imagination, in
the form of beliefs, suggested images, and ex-
pectations, plays in the hypnotic encounter,
with or without the use of trance. In 1784, for
example, at the request of the king of France,
Benjamin Franklin led a commission to investi-
gate the scientific validity of Mesmer’s magnetic
claims. The result of the royal commission’s
findings were that “imagination without mag-
netism produces convulsions, and that magnet-
ism without imagination produces nothing”
(cited in Bowers 1976, 8). Nevertheless, trance
currently plays a central role in hypnotherapy,
as in this state the suggestions of the hypnotist
are thought to have magnified effects compared
to those that similar manipulations would ac-
complish in a “normal,” or “waking,” state of
consciousness. In any case, the patient’s expec-
tation, which is a cognitive-affective state re-
sulting from the combination of the imagined
outcome of an event or procedure together
with anticipation associated with that imagin-
ing, is at work not only within the hypnotic
trance, but also in each aspect of any given
therapeutic encounter. This is the case even
prior to the formal intervention procedure. The
psychophysiological effect of the impact of
imagination plus anticipation is an ordinary oc-
currence in the history of medicine and is com-
monly reflected in the phenomenon often deri-
sively referred to as the placebo effect (e.g.,
Bierman 1995; Overton 1998). The placebo ef-
fect can be defined as the beneficial physiologi-
cal or psychological response that occurs as a
result of the patient’s expectation alone, despite
the ingestion of an inert substance or the use of
an intervention that could be expected to have
no effect. The placebo effect is the bane of the
pharmacological industry, its power being so
pervasive that every new drug or treatment
must demonstrate that its efficacy is greater
than that of a placebo (Harrington 1997). Fur-
thermore, “its effectiveness has been attested to,
without exception, for more than two millen-
nia” (Shapiro and Shapiro 1997, 1). Hypnosis
exemplifies the psychophysiological power of
the human imagination, arguably the same
power also at work during the placebo effect.
Indeed, for Steve Bierman, the placebo effect is
“the cardinal fact” of hypnosis (Bierman 1995,
67). The relationship between the placebo ef-



fect and hypnosis is most evident during the
earliest stages of the history of hypnosis, when
it relied exclusively on the magnetizer’s manip-
ulation of the patient’s expectation.

The counterpart of a placebo is often re-
ferred to as a nocebo, that is, an inert substance
or otherwise nonfunctional intervention that
produces negative physiological responses based
on the patient’s fatalistic expectations. “Voodoo
death,” in which the witch doctor or other
shamanistic figure’s curse leads to the demise of
the victim, is often presented as the classic ex-
ample of the nocebo effect. The first scientific
investigation of Voodoo death was undertaken
by the physiologist Walter Cannon (1942),
who described this shamanistic phenomenon as
the “fatal power of the imagination working
through unmitigated terror” (cited in Benson
1996, 41). Thus, the relationship between
Voodoo death and hypnosis is easy to discern:
“Voodoo death is hypnodeath” (Overton 1998,
159). Whether positive (placebo) or negative
(nocebo), the imagined outcome of the pa-
tient’s expectation can often be so compelling
to the individual’s physiology that the resulting
imagining becomes, to a lesser or greater ex-
tent, enacted in the form of healing or ailment.

From the perspective of clinical hypnosis
Bierman emphasized that placebo, that is, hyp-
nosis without trance, and trancework indeed
represent opposite ends of the “technique spec-
trum” (Bierman 1995, 67). It is also here where
we can clearly find one of the common denom-
inators between shamanic healing and hypno-
sis. In the shamanic healing encounter, the pa-
tient’s imagination is excited and exercised
while observing the actions, in the form of
physical behaviors and verbal descriptions of
the shaman who, in trance, is mentally travel-
ing in the supernatural realm. The reason for
the “shamanic journey” or “ecstatic flight” in
shamanic traditions lies in the etiology of dis-
ease in the shamanic paradigm, according to
which pathology is often attributed to super-
natural causes in the form of illicit interference,
such as soul loss, witchcraft, or sorcery. Thus,
the shaman must ecstatically, that is, in the
form of an out-of-the-body experience, enter
the supernatural realm to either obtain the
knowledge to heal or to intervene in that di-
mension on behalf on the patient.

The role reversal between hypnosis and
shamanism in the use of trance is an interest-
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ing one. For the hypnotherapist, the patient’s
trance magnifies the therapeutic effect of the
mental images elicited by the hypnotherapist’s
words. For the shaman, the vividness of the ex-
periences he describes when journeying plays
powerfully on the patient’s imagination, heav-
ily conditioned by culturally acquired expecta-
tions. In hypnotherapy, following the develop-
ment of the Western model, the ability of the
healer to heal resides in the mind of the pa-
tient, because disease is understood to origi-
nate within an individual. For this reason, it is
there, in the patient’s mental realm, that the
healer must endeavor to find a solution to the
malady. Ultimately, both shamanic healing and
hypnotherapy rely on the power of the human
imagination to both create vivid and dynamic
images, and to respond to such imagery, psy-
chologically and physiologically, often in dra-
matic and enduring ways (Overton 1998).
Aside from the essential role that imagina-
tion plays in both shamanism and hypnosis,
another area in which they are similar is in the
nature of the trance experience itself. From a
neurophysiological standpoint, the pattern of
brain wave activity created during a hypnotic
trance experience is practically identical to that
created during a similar recording of shamanic
journeys. In addition, the phenomenology of
the shamanic journey can readily be replicated
in any suggestible subject during hypnotic
trance (Overton 1998, 2000). Consequently, it
is reasonable to assume that both the shamanic
journey and the hypnotic trance correspond to
the same state of the mind-brain and are simply
social and cultural adaptations of the same psy-
chobiological phenomena. As the author con-
cluded, where shamanic healing and clinical
hypnotherapy principally differ “is in the fact
that they are each cultural adaptations funda-
mentally rooted in opposing epistemological
polarities” (Overton 1998, 167). In other
words, for “the Westerner, knowledge resides in
this reality, thus so should the clinician’s con-
sciousness’; on the other hand, “for a member
of a shamanic culture, knowledge resides in
non-ordinary reality, and so should the
shaman’s spirit” (Overton 1998, 167). Inherent
to both healing methodologies is the funda-
mental use of the patient’s imagination in order
to achieve the desired responses, be they psy-
chological, or physiological, or both.
James A. Overton
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See also: Healing and Shamanism; Psychology
of Shamanism; Spirits and Souls;
Transformation
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INITIATION

The process of becoming a shaman combines
an initial ecstatic or revelatory experience with
a lengthy period of training to gain command
of “techniques of ecstasy” (Eliade 1989,
13—14). The initial blow—sickness, dreams,
fainting fits, fright, or lightning strike—consti-
tutes a physical and psychological ordeal that
sends the soul of the candidate on a journey.
Recurrently, this spiritual crisis portends a
drama of death and dismemberment of the
physical body before renewal of the vital organs
and rebirth. “A man must die before he be-
comes a shaman,” said the Akawaio of Amazo-
nia (Wavell, Butt, and Epton 1966, 49; see also
Eliade 1989, 83). The new shaman’s power to
heal is proved by “successful mastery of the
grounds of affliction” (Lewis 1989, 70). Initia-
tion, the long process of acquiring that mastery,
is paradigmatic, often reenacting the mythical
exploits of the first shaman (Sullivan 1988,
390, 395). The new shaman’s primary ecstatic
experiences recall a primordial time of unity be-
fore communication between heaven and earth
was severed; the initiate is the privileged indi-
vidual who renews that link as his soul travels
to the Otherworld in the service of the com-
munity (Eliade 1989, 144).

In his classic comparative study, Mircea Eli-
ade regarded the typical death and resurrection
sequence as similar in morphology to other
rites of passage, whether tribal or secret society
initiations (1989, 64—65). Such rituals were
lacking in Siberia and Central Asia, the preemi-
nent centers of shamanic practice in the strict
sense. But across North America rites for ad-
mission to secret societies could be difficult to
distinguish from shamanic initiation. In Aus-
tralia, although medicine men had a separate
class of rites from the general tribal initiations,
they dealt in secret knowledge of the cosmol-
ogy in which the wider initiation was embed-

ded, particularly with respect to the Rainbow
Snake (Elkin 1977, 22—-24). Numerous ac-
counts from South America explicitly compare
the treatment of novice shamans to that of
menstruating girls at initiation (see, for exam-
ple, Sullivan 1988, 824, note 37). Among the
Ju/’hoansi (pronounce Zhun-twasi), who pro-
vide perhaps the most convincing African case
of strict shamanic practice, Richard Katz re-
ported in 1982 that half of all men and a third
of women might learn techniques of ecstasy.
Here, training for getting and controlling n/om
(pronounced #-ts-om, roughly) potency to
achieve laia (pronounced kia), the healing
trance, was scarcely formalized. Yet Katz re-
marked that the ceremonial preparation of girls
for getting n/om was the same as for menarche
or marriage—all were dangerous, transitional
forms of n/om initiation (1982, 171). In other
Bushman groups, the trickster-creator god gov-
erned both puberty initiation and trance activ-

ity (Guenther 1999, 112).

Death and Dismemberment

Danger and power threaten to engulf the can-
didate in the first uncontrolled encounter with
the spirits. The cosmos is thrown into reverse.
Animals hunt and eat man—such as the bear
or walrus who tore and devoured the Inuit ap-
prentice angakkoq (singular; plural, angakkur);
people run wild—such as the prospective Tun-
gus clan shamans who fed on “animals . ..
caught directly with their teeth” (Shirokogoroff
1982, 350). The Buryat initiate’s body would
lie lifeless and untouched seven days and nights
while ancestral spirits carried off his soul and
cut up and cooked his flesh “to teach him the
art of shamanizing” (Ksenofontov, cited by Eli-
ade 1989, 43—44). All over Siberia, as the can-
didate lay sick or “dead,” the soul witnessed
limbs disjointed on iron hooks, blood drunk by
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the spirits (souls of dead shamans), eyes torn
from their sockets, flesh cut and pierced with
arrows. Similarly savage accounts of the experi-
ence of shamanic dismemberment recur world-
wide. In Australia, Adolphus Elkin reported the
Mandjindja initiate being killed by “two
totemic heroes,” cut open from neck to groin,
his organs removed (1977, 21); an Unmatjera
medicine man had tiny crystal atmongara stones
thrown at him with a spear-thrower, right
through his chest and head, and his insides
were then cut out (Spencer and Gillen 1904,
480—481). Whereas Siberian and Australian
novices saw their bodies dismantled by shaman
ancestors, an Inuit apprentice had his soul ex-
tracted from his eyes, brains, and intestines by
an old angakkoq. After arduous preparation, he
performed a mental exercise of contemplation
of his own skeleton; this reduction to the bones
freed him from “the perishable and transient
flesh and blood” (Rasmussen 1929, 114). Ger-
ardo Reichel-Dolmatoff told of the “skele-
tonization” of South American Desana initi-
ates, before they could be reborn from the
bones (1997, 123, 147). Elsewhere in the
Americas, initiates watched, in ecstasy, their
own destruction, and then reconstitution, their
worlds, like their bodies, being “reordered and
refashioned” (Sullivan 1988, 400).

Renewal and replacement of body parts by
magical substances or the organs of the spirits
themselves is a persistent motif. In the Arctic,
candidates might be reforged with metal, while
the eviscerated Australian medicine men were
packed with rock crystals, or “snakes,” the crys-
tals being given the same name as the Rainbow
Serpent (Eliade 1989, 132; Elkin 1977, 21-22,
33, 93). Crystals also feature typically in South
American initiation, whether introduced into
the body, or being carried as “organs removed to
the outside” (Baer and Snell 1974, 69; cited by
Sullivan 1988, 418). In this new condition of
heightened sensory perception, the shaman’s
body, like the world itself; is turned inside out,
newly revealed.

In the first experience of n/om, the
Ju/’hoansi novice is shot by the teacher with ar-
rows of n/om, pricking the neck, belly, and
spine (Katz 1982, 46, 168). Like long thorns,
these arrows stick out of the gebesi—the pit of
the stomach, liver, and spleen—so that the ab-
domen is transfixed with arrows in all direc-
tions, according to old healer Kxao #Oah (pro-

nounced Kau Dwa) (Katz 1982, 214). The
shamanic rock art that alone remains to us of
the lost Bushman cultures of southern Africa
depicts such prostrate arrow-pierced figures of
trancers (Garlake 1995, 130, 143—144). The
same images of humans stuck with arrows are
seen in cave art of the Franco-Cantabrian Up-
per Paleolithic, attesting to the antiquity of
such experience. Among the Ju/’hoansi, the
dance to powerful singing and rhythmic clap-
ping activates the spiritual energy of n/om. The
healers have said that it “heats up” with their
movements, describing the searing pain as
n/om boils in the gebesi, vaporizes, and rises up
the spine. The first extraordinary pain of
“drinking” n/om brings intense fear, the fear of
death. For the heart to be open to boiling
n/om, to enter into the trance state of laia, one
must be willing to die (Katz 1982, 45). An-
other old healer, /Ui, spoke of death: “Your
heart stops. Youre dead. Your thoughts are
nothing. You breathe with difficulty. You see
things, num things, you see spirits killing
people. You smell burning, rotten flesh. Then
you heal, you pull sickness out. You heal, heal,
heal. Then you live. Your eyeballs clear and you
see people clearly” (Katz 1982, 45).

New Powers of Vision

To “see” the spirits, to have contact with the
dead, as Eliade said, means being dead oneself
(1989, 84). To attain their dreams and visions
of the spirit world, initiates undergo a terrify-
ing metaphysical journey. Again, narratives
from all continents bear marked similarities.
The narratives tell of souls from Siberia to
South America carried off by great birds of
prey—eagles, vultures or mythical bird-spirits.
Their magical flight lands on a giant tree
where souls may nest and ripen—such as the
great fir tree of the Yakut—or undergo or-
deals, as with the Tree of Trials of the Mataco.
Other modes of travel on a vertical axis en-
compass lightning, rainbows, ladders and
ropes to the sky, or descent through graves or
cave passages to the Underworld. The drum
was the vehicle in Siberia, described by the
Yukaghir as the “lake” into which the shaman
dove to descend to the kingdom of the shades,
described by the Yakut and Mongols as the
shaman’s “horse” ascending to spirits in the

sky (Jochelson 1908, 59).
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A Mongol shaman's decorated drum, from a traveling nomad artifact show, 1989. (Time Life
Pictures/Getty Images)

Such explorations map a mythical geography
of the primordial cosmos at the time of cre-
ation (Sullivan 1988, 410-412). In the texts of
Amazonian Desana initiation collected by Rei-
chel-Dolmatoff, the initiate’s journey is sym-
bolized on a vertical dimension by ecstatic bird-
like flight into the clouds, likened to the
soaring of the harpy eagle, and on a horizontal
dimension by travel between the mouth and
headwaters of rivers (1997, 123-124). In
mythic time, rivers were the outstretched bod-
ies of anacondas who originally carried people
to settle on the banks. In several parts of Aus-
tralia, medicine men received their power from
the Rainbow Serpent or a water snake, which
could also be seen in the sky. In a Forest River
region initiation, an old doctor took the candi-
date, reduced to the size of a baby in a bag,

mounting to the sky by climbing the Rainbow
Serpent as if a rope, throwing the initiate into
the sky and “killing” him (Elkin 1977, 22). Al-
ternatively, initiates from South Australia might
be put into a waterhole, to be swallowed whole
and regurgitated by the mythical snake living
there (1977, 20). Bushman cultures likewise
have described the soul’s travel in trance as
climbing to the sky, God’s place, by threads or
ropes, or else as immersion underwater. The
ancient rock paintings of the Matopos in Zim-
babwe show ladders to the sky in the form of
giant snakes (Garlake 1995, 131). In South
Africa, snakes or “rain animals” are frequently
found in depictions of trance states. In 1873,
one of the last Maluti Bushmen was asked to
interpret such paintings from the Drakensberg.
He spoke of the trancers as men who lived un-
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derwater, taming elands and snakes. They were
people “spoilt” by the dance. Their noses bled,
they would fall down and die, but Cagn, the
Mantis-Trickster, gave “charms” to raise them
again, in which there was burnt snake powder.

Traversing these new domains, the initiate
gains a mystical ability to “see,” where “seeing”
is a total experience involving all senses (Sulli-
van 1988, 423). Qaumaneq, the mystical en-
lightenment of the Inuit angakkoq, was de-
scribed to Rasmussen as a mysterious light in
the shaman’s body, inside his head, “a luminous
fire which enables him to . . . see through dark-
ness and perceive things and coming events
which are hidden from others; thus they look
into the future and into the secrets of others”
(1929, 112). This sense came upon the candi-
date after days spent in solitude, invoking the
spirits. The hut he was in suddenly rises; he saw
far ahead of him, through mountains, as if the
earth were a flat plain, to the end of the earth:
“Nothing is hidden from him any longer; not
only can he see things far, far away, but he can
also discover souls, stolen souls” (1929, 113).
When he first went to the master for instruc-
tion, an Iglulik Inuit novice said that he desired
to see. Ju/’hoansi healers have spoken of “seeing
properly” when in trance, allowing them to lo-
cate and “pull out” sickness (Katz 1982, 105).
Though totally blind, Kxao #0ah could see in
laia. God kept his eyeballs in a little cloth bag,
and brought them down from heaven when he
danced: “as the singing gets strong, he puts the
eyeballs into my sockets, and they stay there
and I heal. And when the women stop singing
and separate out, he removes the eyeballs, puts
them back in the cloth bag, and takes them up
to heaven” (Katz 1982, 216).

Relations with Spirits

Critical to learning how to work with the com-
ings and goings of souls is some dialogue with
the spirits. In the guise of shaman ancestors,
animals, plants, or magical substances, these
beings may appear at first to molest and attack,
but ultimately, with the initiate’s spiritual
progress, they become helpers and guides. For
the Chukchee, communication with the spirits
was through beating the drum and singing. An
extra whalebone drumstick was provided for
the use of the spirits who approached. Hours of
drumming and singing to attain the necessary

endurance for performance was a large part of
the novice’s training. Sustained by the spirits,
he should show no signs of fatigue (Bogoras
1904-1909, 424-425). Among the Bushmen,
Katz reported that relations with the spirits re-
mained confrontational. Once a Ju/’hoansi
novice has become an owner of n/om, able to
see and travel in laia, healing becomes possible.
The process is one of seeing which spirit is
troubling a person, and negotiating with that
spirit to leave. Experienced healers engage in
struggle as equals with the gods or spirits of the
dead; they can “bargain with them, insult
them, even battle with them” (Katz 1982, 112).
Friendly overtures and appeals turn to an inter-
change of screamed profanities and menacing
gestures. Those at the dance hear the healer’s
side of the dialogue in response to the spiritual
opponent (Katz 1982, 113).

Such dramatic, even histrionic conversations,
reproduced in chanting, form part of the reper-
toire of shamanic curing all over the world. By
contrast with the Ju/’hoansi, however, in many
communities the messages relayed through the
shaman request propitiation for offenses against
the spirit world. The primary role of an Inuit
angakkoq was to police the taboos that pre-
served the community from fear of revenge by
souls of the animals they had killed. As the
Iglulik told Rasmussen, “The greatest peril of
life lies in the fact that human food consists en-
tirely of souls” (1929, 56). An Iglulik séance
took the form of a public confessional, as the
angakkoq asked his helping spirits to divulge to
him what taboos had been violated, until the
patient owned up to specific breaches and
could be purged of transgressions (1929,
133-134).

The mythic and dream narratives of initia-
tion direct the candidates in the proper rela-
tions with the spirits who are to be their teach-
ers, and whom they will be able to summon. A
future Samoyed shaman fell ill with smallpox;
carried into the middle of a sea, he was ad-
dressed by his own Sickness, telling him that
the Lords of the Water would give him the gift
of shamanizing. Guided to the Underworld by
an ermine and a mouse, he was shown seven
torn tents. In one, he found the inhabitants of
the Underworld, men of the Great Sickness
(syphilis), who tore out his heart and threw it
into a pot. In other tents were the Lord of
Madness, the Lords of all the nervous disorders,



and evil shamans. Thus he learned the various
diseases tormenting mankind (Eliade 1989,
39). In Yakut narratives, once the candidate’s
soul had matured, parts of the body were
shared out to the evil spirits of disease, one
piece to each of the diseases the new shaman
would be able to cure (Eliade 1989, 36, 38).
The East Greenlander Sanimuinak told how he
summoned his first spirit, or tartok. He went to
a mountain facing the sunrise, with two great
stones laid over a deep cleft. Rubbing the upper
stone against the lower, he heard a voice out of
the cleft and recoiled in terror. The next day,
grinding the stones, he was seized with horrible
pains at the sound of the voice, but on the
next, he overcame his terror to command the
spirit to come up. The stones lifted and a “sea
monster armed with claw-like shears emerged,
looking toward the sunrise” (Holm 1914,
298ft.; cited by Jakobsen 1999, 53).

In all these accounts, fasting and solitude
aided the capacity to contact the spirits. The se-
cluded Akawaio novice imbibed a special tree-
bark infusion and vomited it out, so that the
Spirit of the Bark entered the body. This en-
abled the shaman to rise into the sky, by a lad-
der or a tree. Along that same ladder other
helper-spirits descended into the shaman’s
body. The novice learned to ascend a mountain
where tobacco grows on a tree that propagates
all fruit and vegetables. A spirit gave tobacco to
the shaman. Then the tobacco spirit made the
novice’s own spirit small enough to fly out
through the cracks in the house to the spirit
realms. Tobacco spirit also brought down spir-
its of mountain birds to help the shaman. In
particular, kumalak-bird spirits assisted the to-
bacco spirit in lifting the shaman’s soul with
their songs (Butt Colson 1977, 51-52). At each
stage, a spirit helped the shaman to rise and
gain more spiritual help at the next stage.

In the initiate’s state of extreme vulnerability
during the initial trauma and subsequent train-
ing period, strict taboos on food intake and
sexual contact can be seen as protective precau-
tions. An experienced shaman may be on hand
to supervise such practical aspects of routine.
However, often the master is a shaman who has
died, or, if living, may be spiritually, not physi-
cally present. The master’s prime role is to act
as a spiritual guide “through unfamiliar super-
natural terrain” (Sullivan 1988, 398). In De-
sana traditions, an apprentice shaman spends

INITIATION 157

months or even years in building knowledge of
plants and animals, cosmology, myths, and ge-
nealogies, as well as ritual procedures. He is
also introduced to the hallucinogens that will
carry him to the Otherworld. Once he has
demonstrated his commitment to observing the
rules of abstinence required of shamans, his
master will take him, with perhaps two or three
other experienced shamans, to a remote part of
the forest. There, for months in isolation, the
small group live on nothing but a little manioc,
ingesting large quantities of drugs, spending
“most of the time in their hammocks, their
prostrate emaciated bodies convulsed, their
faces contorted, their hoarse voices chanting
endlessly to the rhythm of their gourd rattles”
(Reichel-Dolmatoff 1997, 123). In this skeletal
condition, the initiate falls into deep trance un-
der the influence of a narcotic cocktail. The
master-shaman “systematically administers a se-
quence of specifically prepared drugs,” modify-
ing dosage and admixture. The initiate’s work
in trance is to become aware of his own reac-
tions to these psychotropics (Reichel-Dol-
matoff 1997, 147).

Contemporary master shamans may assist
initiates in their dealings with helper-spirits ul-
timately by establishing a lineage of communi-
cation with the original and most powerful
mythical shaman (Sullivan 1988, 399). In Mar-
tin Gusinde’s remarkable account of the initia-
tion of a Yamana yékamu$ (shaman), hallucina-
tory contact with the spirits of dead yékamus
came through severe physical deprivation.
Painted each day with a white mash, the initi-
ate had to sit in a conical hut in a prescribed
position, unable to move or touch the walls,
completely silent, barely eating, drinking, or
sleeping. Once bonds were established with an-
cient shamans as spiritual helpers, the novice
was instructed by living experienced shamans
and the ancient ones. His progress was seen as
every day he rubbed his cheeks with white clay
and wood-shavings. As he grew wiser, the rub-
bing revealed a softer, finer skin, visible only to
yékamus. The rubbing continued until, exquis-
itely painful to touch, a third layer of skin—
shiny, tender, and beautiful—was exposed
(Gusinde 1936, 1307-1310; cited by Sullivan
1988, 393-395).

By contrast with these South American ac-
counts of severe and closely supervised ordeals,
the Ju/’hoansi do not draw on spiritual assis-
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tance in learning to drink n/om. Help and sup-
port from teachers, family, and friends is practi-
cal in the here and now. In Bushman culture,
learning to heal is “a normal aspect of socializa-
tion” (Katz 1982, 44). Teachers carefully regu-
late the numbers of “arrows” and intensity of
n/om they shoot into students; if fear escalates
at the approach of laia, the teacher may make
the student stop dancing to “cool down” boil-
ing n/om. Physical contact between the stu-
dents and those supporting them at the dance
is extensive. They are “carried,” physically,
emotionally, and psychologically (Katz 1982,
46-47). Teachers may supervise dietary taboos
for novices, while women students take care
not to activate n/om during pregnancy (1982,

171-172).

Metaphors of Sexual and Reproductive
Potencies: Gender Ambiguity

Of the variety of imagery symbolizing the
metamorphosis of the new shaman from one
state into another, pregnancy and fetal develop-
ment are central motifs. Desana metaphysics
utilizes a complex chain of interlinked models,
including insemination and growth in the
womb, the growth of plants, and transforma-
tive processes of cooking and pottery firing.
These are accompanied by the changing neuro-
physiological sensations of the advancing nar-
cotic trance (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1997, 147).
Sexual metaphors permeate the manipulation
of substances and props used in Desana initia-
tion. The initial snuff-taking, using the phallic
harpy eagle bone, has a connotation of insemi-
nation (1997, 128). The gourd rattles, which
are viewed as wombs, contain tiny sharp quartz
particles seen as semen, and they generate
smoke or sparks when shaken for hours, this
being an act of uterine creation (1997, 129).
The types of firewood that effect transforma-
tion through heat include the “shrimp” tree,
whitish with red veins, of phallic association,
and the “bat” tree, referring to blood-sucking
bats, which exudes red latex. Together, they
mix semen and female blood. Added to these
principles is the puikerogé tree whose bark,
used in making straps of women’s food baskets,
has a “peculiar, pungent odour which men
compare with menstrual or estrous smells”
(1997, 135). Drug-induced optical and physio-

logical sensations are described in terms of the

erotic effects of a beautiful woman, a passion
that has to be controlled (1997, 135-136,
140). Two metaphors represent the shamanic
rebirth, one as penetrative passage through a
hexagonal door of the river headwaters (1997,
144), the other conflating imagery of a fired
pot and food cooked in a vessel. The pot is dec-
orated with a zigzag motif seen around the
waists of Desana women, their wombs identi-
fied as vessels for “cooking” the child within.
The name of the design refers to the clitoris,
that most gender-ambivalent sexual organ
(1997, 146).

Mastery of combined female and male po-
tencies, as seen in the Desana sequence repeat-
edly balancing “male” and “female” principles,
underlies shamanic transformation. This is evi-
dent in overtly sexual unions with spirit teach-
ers who grant powers to new shamans of the
opposite sex. In Siberia, the ayami (tutelary
spirit who chooses the shaman) of a Goldi
shaman was a beautiful woman who had taught
his ancestors to be shamans, and would teach
him. He was to become her husband, or else
she threatened to kill him. “When the ayami is
within me, it is she who speaks through my
mouth” said the shaman, “.. . When I am.. ..
drinking pig’s blood [forbidden to all but the
shaman], it is not I .. ., it is my ayami alone”
(Sternberg 1925, cited by Eliade 1989, 73).
Similar accounts of celestial “marriages” come
from the Yakut, Buryat, and Teleut (Eliade
1989, 74-5). The ascent of the Teleut shaman
was portrayed as a struggle with his new wife,
who tried to detain him to make love in “sev-
enth heaven” (Eliade 1989, 76). Among the
Akawaio, the kumalak bird, whose malik spirit
songs are the wings on which the shaman rises,
becomes his wife during the séance, and is
called “clairvoyant woman.” She can make a
child with him, who grows up to help the
shaman in his work (Wavell, Butt and Epton
1966, 55-56). Other more awesome female
spirits governed shamanic powers: The Mother
of the Sea, keeper of all sea creatures, was the
terrible adversary of the Greenland angakkoq
(Jakobsen 1999, 70); while the Mother of the
Caribou was the source of qaumaneq, “enlight-
enment,” for the Iglulik (Rasmussen 1929,
113). In the Samoyed narrative of the journey
to the Underworld, the shaman encountered
two naked women covered in reindeer hair.
Each was pregnant, one with the sacrificial



reindeer, the other with those that would aid
and feed humans. Both gave him hairs to assist
his shamanizing (Eliade 1989, 41).

Sexual contact with spirits is one way of ex-
pressing the shaman’s non-availability, at least
periodically, for terrestrial sex (Lewis 1989, 61,
63). Another way is to place the shaman into a
state of taboo equivalent to that of a menstruat-
ing woman, a feature of South American initia-
tion. A Trio shaman described his position to
Peter Riviere as “like a menstruating woman,
an apt simile which stresses the state of betwixt
and between in which they both exist” (1969,
268). When Baniwa shamans inhale snuff to
open the Sky Door, it is said to be the men-
strual blood of the male culture hero Kuai (Sul-
livan 1988, 410). As Sullivan argued, menstru-
ation is the “best statement of the periodic
nature of incarnate human life” (1988, 266).
Since this periodic flow is manifest in both
men and women, both sexes “menstruate.” For
the Barasana, menstruation is a change of skin
that makes regeneration possible. To give birth
to a new generation of initiate boys in the He
House ceremonial, men “must first be opened
up and made to menstruate” (Hugh-Jones
1979, 132). The boys themselves are treated as
menstruating women in seclusion (1979, 87).
Not only women and initiate boys menstruate,
but the sky itself undergoes a cosmic skin-
change during rainy season, the “menstrual
period of the sky,” Romi Kumu, Woman
Shaman, from whom all life and shamanic
power flows (1979, 179).

Across Australia, the Rainbow Serpent,
which governs both shamanic initiation and
the elaborate male menstruation rites of male
initiation, expresses the same principle of
cyclicity and cosmic renewal (Knight 1988). In
Bushman rock art from Zimbabwe and South
Africa, images of trance potency and menstrual
potency are conflated as means of movement to
the Otherworld. Figures transformed in trance
climb to the sky by the snakelike periodic flow
of giant female beings (Garlake 1995, 87). The
power of fusing aspects of both sexes within a
single gender is characteristic of shamans
worldwide. Recounting several examples of
transvestitism and taboos observed by both
women and shamans in Siberia, Jochelson
asked, “Why is a shaman believed to become
more powerful when he is changed into a
woman?” (1908, 52-53). Most feared by the
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Chukchee was a shaman who changed sex, a
“soft man” (Bogoras 1904-1909, 451-452).

Initiation might culminate in a final conse-
cration, a public display of the new shaman’s
ability to deal with the spirit world, and of his
or her effective healing power. This display
might involve formal examination by master
shamans of the candidate’s knowledge of songs,
myths, spirit genealogies and secret language as
techniques of accessing the world beyond. The
sequences of death and resurrection and the
soul’s journey are recapitulated. A Manchurian
Tungus initiate had to tell the history of the
spirits sent to him by the master; each night af-
ter the performance he climbed a specially built
structure of trees and beams (Shirokogoroff
1935, 352). In an elaborate replay of his ascent,
the Buryat initiate climbed a tree set into the
center of a yurt (Eliade 1989, 119). Much was
made of sacrifice in the Buryat ceremonies, and
purification with water and blood, which
should recur each new moon (1989, 116-117).
Yakut and Goldi shamans were likewise conse-
crated with the blood of sacrificed animals
(1989, 114-115). Such ritual tree-climbing
coupled with anointing with blood and sacri-
fice also marked the Araucanian shaman’s acces-
sion. The candidate appeared in company with
the old women machi, who drummed ecstati-
cally for her to dance. One of the older women,
blindfold, cut the candidate with white quartz,
and cut herself, mixing her blood with the can-
didate’s. The new machi mounted the special
tree-trunk structure, called the rewe. The older
machi, climbing after, stripped from her the
bloodstained fleece of a sacrificed sheep. Time
alone would destroy this sacred object, hung
out beside the rewe, the machi’s ladder to the
sky (Eliade 1989, 123-124).
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“MAGIC,” POWER, AND RITUAL
IN SHAMANISM

Shamanism involves a religious complex char-
acterized by trance, curing, and a belief in the
possibility of cosmic flight, centering on an in-
dividual (the shaman) believed to possess su-
perhuman powers. In shamanic ritual, there is
articulation of power at several levels—psycho-
logical, social, and religious (Saladin d’Anglure
1994). The shaman appears, from this perspec-
tive, as a mediator who transcends these levels
in a complex and dynamic fusion. The shaman
is often able to overcome the contradictions
between binary oppositions (man/woman,
human/animal, human/spirit, living/dead),
through playing with ambiguity, paradox, and
transgression, in order to manage illness, mis-
fortune, and other crises.

Theories of Magic and their Implications

in Understanding Shamanism

Shamanic rituals have long intrigued outsider
observers because they appear to use “magical”
powers. The terms magic and magical have been
used loosely with a variety of meanings, such as
illusion or sleight of hand; the ability to change
form, visibility or location, or to create some-
thing from nothing; spirit invocation and com-
mand; and inspiring awe. Nineteenth-century
evolutionists such as Edward B. Tylor and
James George Frazer focused on comparisons
that allowed them to make what they saw as
ranked distinctions in the context of a linear
progression of human cognition and cosmology
from “magic” to “religion” to “science.”

Later, by the 1960s, anthropologists came to
recognize that so-called magical power really
involves processes that activate or express con-
nections; magical power activates connections
among things and projects specific forces

among them. In these processes, symbols play a
crucial role. In cultural context, objects and be-
haviors can become symbolic and have extraor-
dinary magical power. Some symbols transcend
cultural boundaries and may be universal key
symbols evoking such themes as life and death
(Turner 1967); for example, the color red is
worn by a Korean shaman called a mansin in
her rituals to treat unfulfilled desires for mar-
riage and children (Kendall 1989).

Most symbols can be understood only within
a specific cultural context, as recognized in
magical or religious ritual. A symbol can be ar-
bitrary, carrying a specific meaning assigned to
it by its user and given to it by speech or even
only through thoughts. In Niger, West Africa,
for example, some Tuareg diviners wear blue, a
color associated with spirits (Rasmussen 2001).
Symbols can also be transformed from one rit-
ual context to another. This is illustrated in
Mayan shamanic rituals when an ordinary table
is converted into “sacred” ritual space by ar-
ranging candles in proper symbolic directions
for purposes of healing (Fabrega and Silver
1973). Objects used in shamanic rituals ad-
dressing deities can be used in magical ways,
their power intended to motivate the natural
forces, or as a defense against malignant spirits
or against forces directed at a person by the ma-
lign magic of another. For example, Claude
Lévi-Strauss argued that the symbols in a myth
recited by a Cuna shaman are effective in their
metaphoric power in facilitating a difficult
birth (1963). Among the Inupiat of northern
Alaska, a coil of leather ribbon about a half an
inch wide with a large dull red bead bound to
the end and having knots at the top and bot-
tom, was traditionally shamanic: It was worn
around the forehead when hunting, an allusion
to the creator wearing a raven’s beak set in the

middle of the forehead (Turner 1996). Recall-
161
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ing Frazer’s classic theory of sympathetic magic,
many symbols used in magical practices assert
power either metaphorically, through similarity,
or metonymically, through contact.

The resemblance between the thing and the
cultural symbol of it may or may not be obvi-
ous, however. Thus the principles of what is
called magic involve the manipulation of natu-
ral forces along a network of natural intercon-
nections by symbolic projections of power.
People can affect forces through manipulation
of symbols in diverse ways according to con-
text; for example, the use of amulets involves
human efforts to increase the efficacy of natural
forces along lines they would or might move on
anyway, as in farming, gambling, or love magic.
Among the Tuareg, a seminomadic, socially
stratified Muslim people in Niger, West Africa,
many Islamic scholars have shamanic medium-
istic healing powers. They manipulate Qur'anic
and non-Qur’anic symbols into their amulet
charms according to traditional and changing
social contexts. For example, one traditional
amulet consists of an envelope, or “locket,”
filled with papers on which Qur’anic verses are
written; its cover is made of metals with special
powers derived from pre-Islamic beliefs: Silver
symbolizes happiness; copper coagulates blood;
and copper protects like a shield. A more mod-
ern amulet reflects the political violence of the
recent armed separatist conflict between the
Tuareg and the central government: One child
was seen wearing a bullet as an amulet, made
for the purpose of protecting him from his fa-
ther’s tragic fate of being shot to death (Ras-
mussen 2001).

Some scholars, such as Keith Thomas
(1971), have assumed, following the earlier
unilineal evolutionary views of Frazer and Ty-
lor, that magic declines with advances in mod-
ern science. However, like science, magic uses
logical principles. Magical thinking is found in
all times and places (Malinowski 1948). Its
powers address human questions that science
cannot always explain. More recently, many
scholars have recognized that magic will ac-
commodate science, even stand as part of it
(Horton 1982).

Other theories of magic take into account
their possible empirical validity based upon
laboratory research in parapsychology: This re-
search has produced empirical support for
some phenomena claimed by magical tradi-
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tions. Studies have indicated, for example, that
humans can exercise psychokinetic influence on
radioactive decay, on computerized number
generators, on growth rates of plants, fungi,
and bacteria, and on healing in animals. Most
recently, some scholars have critically decon-
structed and recast magic, religion, and science
as culture-bound distinctions and Western clas-
sifications, and have questioned efforts to make
any system conform neatly to one or another of
these categories (Jackson 1989; Tambiah
1990). Inspired in some cases by the works of
Carlos Castaneda emphasizing the “separate re-
ality” known to Yaqui Native Americans of the
Mexican Highlands, they have considered mag-
ical phenomena as objectively real, whether or
not they are inexplicable in terms of Western
scientific knowledge (Stoller and Olkes 1987;
Jackson 1989). Calling magic irrational or ra-
tional according to Western cultural formula-
tions therefore poses complex epistemological
problems that affect the understanding of
shamanic ritual powers.

Shamanic Ritual and Power

Scholars of shamanism have long recognized
the importance of the performance aspect of
shamanic ritual powers (Bogoras 1904—1909;
Rasmussen 1929). The core of shamanism, the
shamanic “séance,” has been variously por-
trayed, depending on the cultural context and
perspectives of observers and participants. The
term séance, however, reveals religious bias and
problems of translation of cultures: Many early
observers saw Siberian séances through Russian
Orthodox eyes as the most fearsome examples
of “wild frenzied truck with the devil.” More
recent analysts, for example the Tuvan insider-
ethnographer Mongush Borakhovich Kenin-
Lopsan (1987), in contrast have stressed the
compelling poetry of shamanic chanting.
Spirit-invoking songs help shamans enter
trance, and key mythic metaphors depicting
shamans as dancing, riding, and flying on
drum-boats or drum-steeds to the supernatural
world are taken literally, not merely as poetic
images.

In her study of the tende n goumaten spirit
possession exorcism rituals among the Tuareg
of Niger, the author has drawn attention to the
importance of the aesthetics of the sung poetic
verses in the therapy of exorcism: Local partici-
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pants stated that these songs “soothe illnesses of
the heart and soul” and “distract” the possessed
from their troubles (Rasmussen 1995, 130).
Among the Tuareg, there are also shaman-like
herbalists with special mediumistic powers
called medicine women (Rasmussen 1998,
147-171), who in their healing rituals use nat-
ural and cultural substances both literally and
metaphorically to refer to, but also negotiate
among, sometimes opposed spheres in local
ideology (Rasmussen 1998, 151). They trans-
late and negotiate men’s and women’s interests
in fertility, descent, and property, bridging and
reconciling conflicts. Many patients, for exam-
ple, come for attention and resolution of per-
sonal difficulties, or to seek medicines to be-
come fatter or to conceive a child. In their
managing of female biological fertility and the
cultural and legal descent interests of men and
women, and in their cooperation with Islamic
scholars, medicine women comment on and
reinterpret important issues in Tuareg society:
matrilineal and patrilineal property institutions
and pre-Islamic and official Islamic worldviews
(Rasmussen 1998, 151). These worldviews be-
come intertwined and sometimes reversed in
herbalists’ and diviners’ ritual healing.

In their ritual uses of substances and spaces,
Tuareg herbal medicine women work with the
earth, ground, and clay rather than iron or
other metals worked by smiths. During treat-
ment, the Tuareg herbalist uses massage and
touch, contacting not only the woman pa-
tient’s stomach but also the ground in order to
take the disease out of both patient and healer.
The herbalist has to throw the disease away,
allowing it to be absorbed by the ground, be-
cause she is heavy from the patient’s illness
and needs to have the ground take it off or
away. The ground, which opens up during
childbirth, is associated with the Old Woman
of the Earth, who threatens a woman giving
birth. To counteract this danger, babies should
be born inside the mother’s tent, on clean
sand. Possessed persons are cured of spirits
when they fall exhausted to the ground.
Herbalists also work with trees and wood,
leaves and bark; rocks and stone; and millet
and other nonmeat foods (rather than ani-
mals, which are more often offered by Islamic
scholars and male diviners). Mountains, rocks
and stone, metal and wood, all are richly reso-
nant with symbolism in Tuareg cosmology,
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mythology, and ritual. Mountains are de-
scribed in myth as related to one another in
kinship, like people.

Herbalist diviners transform substances and
bridge domains. They combine, but also rein-
terpret, natural and cultural substances and
spaces. They convert some natural materials
into cultural materials: for example, those med-
icines they cook over the fire. They combine
pre-Islamic and Islamic substances, actions, and
spaces. They work both in the home space of
villages and camps, where they heal, and in the
wild, in the dried riverbeds, mountains, and
deserts where they gather. The latter are all dis-
tant from homes and opposed to maternal tent,
mosque, and houses. Herbalists alternate be-
tween the wild and these points of habitation.
They cure in domestic spaces, but gather medi-
cines in the wild, near stone ruins of ancestral
spirits. Before they leave to gather medicines,
they circle millet and sugar three times over the
heads of maternal nieces and nephews. They
pray before pulling leaves or bark off each tree
and bush; for each tree, one offers a different
prayer, because some trees produce big, impor-
tant medicines and others are less important
(Rasmussen 1998, 163). In local cosmology
and ritual, these trees are associated with matri-
lineal spirits.

Herbalists carry Islamic prayer beads along on
gathering expeditions; they pronounce “Bissmil-
lah” (in the name of God), an Islamic benedic-
tion, before some trees; touch the ground three
times and perform Islamic ablution motions
and recite full Islamic prayers; and also write
Qur’anic verses in the sand. Herbalist diviners
are accompanied by young, preadolescent ma-
ternal nephews, never mature men, on their
gathering expeditions. They spit a/ baraka (Is-
lamic blessing) power on some leaves and bark
before placing them in their medicine bags.
They are obliged to remove bark from trees with
a rock or stone, but not an ax or any tool made
of metal, particularly iron; iron is believed to
make medicine ineffective because iron repels
spirits, and in this context medicine women
seck to attract rather than repel spirits (Ras-
mussen 1995, 1998). Yet herbalist diviners also
display devotion to Islam. Thus they stand on a
boundary. They appeal to locally recognized
symbols, making sometimes conflicting power
sources more compatible. They evoke and com-
memorate, comment upon and redirect these
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forces, facilitating their reinterpretation accord-
ing to context.

The substances and spaces with which many
shamanic ritual specialists work are associated
with unpredictable and potentially destructive
powers, but also with their conversion and re-
generation into positive forces by the mediation
of these specialists, who are able to successfully
navigate opposed and dangerous social and rit-
ual territories. Their roles take on multiple nu-
ances and illustrate refinements that mediating
roles can exhibit in cultural systems.

In the Mayan Mexican community of Zi-
nacantan, Mexico, studied by Horacio Fabrega
and Daniel Silver (1973), mediumistic healers
called /iloletik, usually male, received their
powers through divine revelation, and practiced
by combined physical and spiritual efforts, and
thus could be called shamans. A new 4%lo/ usu-
ally went through a period of ambivalent status
and furtive activity, during which he engaged
circumspectly in curing activities but attempted
to avoid public recognition of his role, which
would entail onerous public duties. It is only
when he had been discovered and forced to
take part in public ceremonies performed by
the h'iloletik that the public could be sure of
his identity. Notions of cause, disease, and ill-
ness, logically separated in the Western bio-
medical system, were fused and condensed in
shamanic rituals in Zinacantan: A patient’s
symptoms were seen as objectifications of spiri-
tual and malevolent powers. Local residents
said the disease traveled and entered “like
smoke or wind spreads and diffuses in and
around an object,” in concepts analogous to
force, damage, injury, and evil (Fabrega and Sil-
ver 1973, 93).

In Zinacantan, a h’ilol’s specialized knowl-
edge of bodily mechanisms or manifestations of
illness is less important than his ownership of
the spiritualistic power that confirms his ac-
tions in the medico-ritual sphere. He wrestles
with superhuman, malevolent, and potentially
life-destructive cosmic forces. It is in perform-
ing public and private ceremonies connected
with the social and interpersonal affairs of pa-
tients that a h'ilol displays his powers. His me-
diatory ritualistic acts are designed to bind
earthly humans in the everyday social world to
the deliberations of ancestral and other super-
human beings, and his acts display a hilol’s
supporting and unifying functions in the cul-
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ture (Fabrega and Silver 1973, 217). Rum, for
example, helps the curer see: Intoxication aids
his divinatory powers. Rum consumed by par-
ticipants in a curing ceremony is simultane-
ously received by the deities, to whom it is
served as a sign of respect and propitiation.
Foods of ritual importance include chicken,
coffee, sweet corn gruel, and Ladino bread, a
round bread enjoyed in North Africa and sur-
rounding regions. In rituals, social behavioral
sequences are common and are replicated on
different levels of activity throughout the sys-
tem: The sequences involve formal courtesy el-
ements such as the drinking rituals, ritual
meals, feeling the pulse, fetching the curer, and
the curer’s gift. Proper use of ritual objects con-
verts them into offerings to the gods: Flowers,
candles, food, rum, and gifts are all received by
the gods only after they are transformed by pre-
scribed uses in rituals. Thus the ritual is a trans-
action in which participants offer the gods not
only ritual sacrifices themselves, but also the
ceremonial labor needed to convert them to di-
vine use (Fabrega and Silver 1973, 268).

Gods were believed to be present at various
stages of the ritual, summoned by the shaman’s
prayers and by ritual placement of rum on the
table and the hearth, and before crosses. Rum
was an outstanding avenue of communication
and ritual power between individuals, other
persons, and the gods. Ritual drinking also
symbolized respect, and reflected the existing
seniority relationships of participants. The pa-
tient tended to move to a position of seniority
in a curing ceremony, drinking right after the
Kilol and marching directly in front of him,
whatever his social standing. This may express
the extraordinary position in which illness tem-
porarily placed the patient, as the center of sup-
portive activities from all the participants.

Among the Inupiat of northern Alaska stud-
ied by Edith Turner (1996), during traditional
shamanic treatment a shaman sang to whale
meat in a patient’s stomach, telling it to bring
the bad thing up and out, and then called and
waited. The bad thing came up and up, by the
power of the whale meat the patient ate, up
into the skin of the abdomen, and out. The
shaman had hands cupped on the patient’s
stomach; took it along carefully and blew it out
up the smoke hole, and the patient slept for a
whole day afterward, awakening hungry

(Turner 1996, 174).
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Turner also related stories of Inupiat doing
“shaman’s tricks” in the modern era, for exam-
ple, doubling, such as spirit presence and actual
presence (the shaman in two places at once),
and other tricks hard to explain in scientific
terms (Turner 1996, 132). Turner described the
way an Inupiat woman named Claire, at differ-
ent stages in her life, experienced episodes that
psychologists in our culture might term “fugue
states” or even “psychosis,” yet these episodes
did not derive from psychosis. They appeared
to be classic eruptions of shamanic experience,
just as the ancient Inupiat knew them, lasting
four days (Turner 1996, 205-208). In early
times, these were characterized by meeting with
something fearful, a spirit of a dead person or
of an animal, one that first afflicted the incipi-
ent shaman, then changed and became a
helper. This woman saw a devil continually in
her peripheral vision, and uttered nonsense
words, upsetting her relatives. But at the end of
the four-day episode, she was able to pray to Je-
sus again, and afterward her healing power was
stronger. She appealed to Jesus to be her helper,
seeing him as the opposite of Satan, and thus
her change was parallel to the traditional shift
in the spirit from being dangerous to helpful.
Her appeal was to Jesus, yet the basic experi-
ence was quite close to that of shamans in pre-
Christian days. Thus shamanic rituals are often
resilient: Shamanic and “official” religious ritu-
als cannot be easily separated, and one does not
necessarily replace the other, despite pressures
exerted by missionaries and other outside influ-
ences.

Cosmology, Belief Systems, Myths, and
Practices in Shamanic Power
The shaman medium is perceived to be a medi-
ator between spiritual and human worlds. This
mediation is often painful, for the mystical
forces shamans describe themselves as negotiat-
ing in ritual are fraught with danger and easily
misused. The process requires moral, psycho-
logical, and physical strength, as well as exqui-
site knowledge and dramatization of diverse
cultural symbols and histories of one’s people.
The shamanic worldview often presupposes a
multileveled cosmos, with the heavens, and of-
ten an Underworld, complementing the mun-
dane world of everyday existence. Shamans
move between these worlds in the exercise of
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their calling. Mystical flight is integrally con-
nected in most versions of shamanism with two
other themes: curing soul loss and interaction
with spirit beings. It is the task of a shaman to
travel to one or another cosmic realm to re-
trieve the soul of the sick person and thus to re-
store the sick person to health. These powers
that shamans exercise are attributed to mastery
over various spirits, both those who act as fa-
miliars, and those malignant spirits whose pow-
ers shamans must overcome. Siberian Evenki
shamans invoked cacophonous spirits who
raced inside séance tents so exuberantly that
tents and participants alike trembled. These
séances often produced cathartic confessions of
taboo-breaking. Knud Rasmussen (1929), for
example, noted that in one Iglulik (Inuit) ses-
sion, there was confession of violating men-
strual taboos, used to explain miscarriage.

Among the Inupiat in northern Alaska, tra-
ditionally the spirits and ancestors worked
through shamans in healing, changing the
weather, finding lost people and objects, and
communicating with the dead (Turner 1996,
xvii). These sessions took place in the neighbor-
hood underground meeting house. If a shaman
wished to make a journey to cure a sick person,
drummers and singers would assemble and sing
the songs the shaman had taught them, who in
turn had been taught them by his or her help-
ing spirit. The shaman, in dancing the part of
his or her spirit animal, would eventually fall,
and the shaman’s spirit would depart, leaving
the body behind. He or she would take a trip
under the water or ice, or underground, or
above the tundra, and would visit the home of
the animals, asking them to restore the sick
person’s health. In some cases, a shaman might
extract small spirit spear points from the pa-
tient’s body by means of sucking where the
trouble was perceived to be.

Healing is inseparable from mediumistic ac-
tions among many peoples. For example, Inu-
piat shamans conducted dancing and drumming
to bring caribou, verbally giving the young their
oral traditions at the same time. One oral tradi-
tion tells that a shaman went under the water in
his ball of fire in order to help a sick young man.
The shaman arrived at the animals’ house under
the water. The animals’ parkas were hanging on
the wall. Inside the animals’ house the sick
young man was lying down. The shaman asked
a favor of animal people, “Let our relative come
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back and not die. We need him to hunt for us,
he is young.” So they let him go. At that mo-
ment, back in his village, the young man lying
on his bed began to get better, and he recovered
(Turner 1996, 50-51).

In this classic Native American shamanic
soul retrieval, the shaman learned to address
the animals properly and respectfully, talking to
them, developing a relationship of respect with
animals. Thus human beings, by living well
with animals, learned the Inupiat art of drum-
ming, imitating in their drumming the rhythm
of the heartbeat of the mother animal; they
learned dog sledding, and after that, trading.
According to Turner, this type of spirit cosmol-
ogy and mythology contrasts with that of
Christianity, Judaism, and Islam; in the latter,
peoples are embedded in a hierarchy. God is
usually envisaged at the apex of the hierarchy,
like a king; humans come next, animals at the
bottom. The idea in Inupiat cosmology is a
continuous cycling of all existing things; here,
it is often animals who are masters and teach-
ers, not human beings, who are weaker and
need their help (Turner 1996, 86).

Among some other peoples, by contrast,
shamanic powers derive from an interweaving
of hierarchical official and nonhierarchical unof-
ficial religious cosmologies. Among the Tuareg
of Niger, the Islamic and pre-Islamic spirit pan-
theons are both powerful in mediumship and
healing. Different persons may inherit or culti-
vate a pact with different spirits, bringing them
under their control through offerings and ritual
restrictions and acquiring mediumistic divining
and healing powers. The Qur'an mentions jinn,
“spirits,” and these are appealed to by Islamic
scholars in their Qur'anic verse healing and div-
ination, but there are also non-Qur’anic, matri-
lineal ancestral spirits appealed to by some
herbalist medicine women who are gifted with
special mediumistic powers. Other non-
Qur’anic spirits are called Ke/ Essuf;, People of
Solitude. These spirits are the focus of non-
Qur’anic diviners called bokaye (singular boka),
and are also addressed in the public ritual exor-
cism of the tende n goumaten possession ritual.

Power in the Use of Altered States,
Rituals, and Artifacts

Shamanic power generally occurs through
trance. As a concept, however, trance consti-
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tutes a naturalistic gloss, a cover-term describ-
ing a range of altered states of consciousness.
The focus here is how shamans, and sometimes
also their followers and patients, attain trance,
and how this process is related to the magic
power of shamans.

The widespread cultural association of
shamanic/mediumship/possession rituals with
the experience of struggle and control, yet
also creativity, is related both to the phenome-
nology of these experiences and to the distri-
bution of power in society. As Ivan Karp
pointed out, power in Max Weber’s sense of
material access and secular control does not
adequately account for the power of posses-
sion or mediumship trance in its diverse cul-
tural formulations (Karp 1989, 96-97). In
cultures where the cosmos is seen as consti-
tuted of transactions, flows, and interactions
between various orders and levels, and bound-
aries are fluid, the person is seen as porous
and open to diverse outside influences, yet
above all power resides in access to semantic
creativity, to meaning making.

The way this kind of power works is shown
in the shamanic healing powers recognized in
Jamaican peasant culture, which distinguishes
between sacred and profane, referred to locally
as spiritual and temporal (Wedenoja 1989, 79).
Balm healing is often called a spiritual science,
because it deals with spirits, treats spiritual af-
flictions, and relies on trance states. Although
God is held to be the ultimate source of healing
power, power is delivered to healers through
angels by means of the Holy Spirit. The balm
healer, a woman, is essentially a shaman, a per-
son who has received—generally during a se-
vere illness—a spiritual calling to heal the na-
tion and the spiritual gifts of divination and
healing. The balmist’s power to heal is based on
spirit mediumship: She works with angel famil-
iars who advise her in diagnosis and treatment.
Balm-yards can be identified by banners (flags)
flying from poles, often next to a small struc-
ture. Generally, they are enclosed by fences and
have an arched gateway guarded by a follower.
In addition, one or more offering tables are on
the ground: poles, about five feet high, with a
glass of water and fruit set on top to attract and
feed angels.

In a similar fashion, in Tuareg culture, many
diviners act as mouthpieces for spirits, who
speak through the diviners in invasions and
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cures. In Tuareg bokaye divination, the senses,
particularly those affected by the use of nonvi-
sual media such as aroma, are powerful means
of communicating with spirits within the ritual
trance context and outside it more generally:
The boka, a male diviner, is obliged to con-
stantly maintain and reinforce relations with
his spirits by keeping perfumes at home in or-
der to attract them. He is, moreover, obliged to
wear perfume, as well as distinctive clothing of
a deep blue hue; blue is a color associated with
spirits tamed for constructive purposes, as op-
posed to black spirits, which are more ambigu-
ous (Rasmussen 1995; 2001, 117). He is also
obliged to carry ritual paraphernalia: a small
mirror; a small copper ring; and a non-Islamic
amulet. The mirror symbolizes iconically the
process of divination, and is believed to repel
evil eye-like powers of jealousy and coveting.
Copper is believed to heal wounds. The diviner
needs to wear the ring and the non-Islamic
amulet exactly at the moments he throws the
cowry shells as dice. He is supposed to refrain
from sexual relations with unmarried women
or prostitutes, to apply henna to his palms, fin-
gernails, and toenails, and the soles of his feet,
and must give alms to the poor. The diviner
asks trees’ spirits in Hausa regions of Niger and
Nigeria about illnesses, and these spirits in-
struct him on how to treat certain types of psy-
chological afflictions with specific roots he
must gather on certain days only, at dawn.

While most Siberian and Central Asian stud-
ies have supported the idea that autosuggestion
rather than narcotic or alcohol-induced ecstasy
is typical of the induction of trance in classic
shamanism, evidence in the Americas describes
the use of trance-producing drugs, from pey-
ote, datura, and psilocybin to morning glory
and tobacco (Furst 1972). A reexamination of
Asian data has led to greater acceptance of the
possible antiquity of use of the Vedic soma (of-
ten identified as the mushroom amanita mus-
caria) and hemp seed (cannabis).

Witnesses have claimed that shamans, while
in trance, have produced spirit voices in odd
places, walked on hot coals or water, withstood
cold, stabbed themselves without leaving scars,
disappeared and reappeared, escaped the bonds
of ropes, found lost objects and people, and
even induced or controlled floods, winds, and
storms. Some of these talents, celebrated in
Siberian and Central Asian lore, may have in-
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volved sleight of hand tricks, ventriloquism,
and hypnosis. Some Siberian shamans admit to
using tricks, but claim their feats would not
work if spirits were not helping them. Other
behavior, including actual cures, is less easily
explained with Western biomedical models of
scientific knowledge. One medical explanation
is that natural morphines called endorphins are
stimulated in the brain. Thus reports of various
parapsychological phenomena occurring in
shamanic performances have come to be given
more serious attention by anthropologists. Reli-
gious healing, shamanic curing, and Western
psychotherapy should be investigated as equally
clinically efficacious, though not necessarily ex-
actly equivalent phenomena.

Michael Taussig (1987, 460-461) in his
study of Putumayan shamanism has argued, al-
ternatively, that the ritual power of shamanism
lies not with the shaman at all, but rather with
the coming together of shaman and patient,
constituting imagery essential to the articula-
tion of what he calls implicit social knowledge.
Power comes from a joint construction of the
healer and the sick person in the colonialist
context (Taussig 1987, 460). This is a privi-
leged moment in the casting of the reality of
the world, in its making and its remaking.
Taussig cautioned against projecting the con-
cept of magic held by Western academia or sci-
ence onto shamanic trance séances (Taussig
1987, 460-463).

Thus in shamanic altered states, there are
many performative features of magical or ritual
symbolic actions that are understood only
when extracted from the context of exclusive
belief in positivistic causality. The shamans’
magical powers cannot be rigidly separated into
technical and expressive aspects.

Susan J. Rasmussen

See also: Christianity and Shamanism;
Dramatic Performance in Shamanism;
Entheogens and Shamanism; Hausa
Shamanistic Practices; Healing and
Shamanism; Marabouts and Magic; Mayan
Shamanism; Sufism and Shamanism;
Transformation
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MESSIANISM AND SHAMANISM

Strictly speaking, the term messianism, or mes-
siah-ism, refers to belief in a coming redeemer,
or “messiah.” In its broader, more anthropolog-
ical usage, messianism refers to new and often
radical religious cults and movements that
emerge suddenly and revolve around a central
(and living) charismatic figure. Messianic
movements frequently occur at times of very
severe deprivation or community-wide trauma,
trauma caused by such factors as foreign con-
quest and oppression. This connection has sug-
gested to many scholars that such movements
constitute a religious and prepolitical response
to the oppression and resultant upheaval (e.g.,
Lanternari 1963; Worsley 1957). Indeed, mes-
sianic figures bear prophetic visions of how to
free their people from their strife-ridden social
and cultural order and replace it with a new
one of universal harmony and bliss. They are
thus believed to be saviors or liberators with
special access to the supernatural. In most
cases, the messianic prophet’s vision is also
apocalyptic: The world will end in some cata-
clysm, but those who heed the prophet-mes-
siah’s instructions (e.g., obey certain new social
rules and perform the right rituals) will be
saved and enter a promised land on earth, a ter-
restrial paradise (Wallis 1943). Messianic move-
ments guided by such a message are often re-
ferred to as millenarian, or millennial, deriving
from the Christian idea of a messiah (Christ)
ushering in a new “millennium” (thousand
years) of peace, goodness, and perfect happi-
ness. Messianic and millenarian cults and
movements have occurred and continue to oc-
cur in all forms of societies, from ancient times
to the present. They have frequently appeared
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in non-Western indigenous societies in which
shamanism is or was prominent (La Barre
1971; 1990b; Wallis 1943).

Like messianism, the term shamanism, or
shaman-ism refers to a magico-religious cult
that revolves around a charismatic figure—the
shaman. And like the messianic prophet, the
shaman is believed to be a kind of liberator,
though in the role of healer. As such, the
shaman frees or protects the individual or com-
munity from disease-causing spirit attacks, but
not, typically, from actual foreign aggression,
oppression, or the ensuing misery of societal
collapse, as would the prophet. The shaman is
also believed to have special access to the super-
natural, and like a prophet, may have visions or
significant dreams; but unlike a prophet, the
shaman is defined, prototypically, in terms of
mastery of ecstatic trances induced by drum-
ming or the rhythmic shaking of a rattle, and
in many cases, by hallucinogenic herbs. While
in trance, the shaman’s soul journeys to “upper”
and “lower” worlds to battle spirits attacking
the community or to retrieve a patient’s stolen
soul. Spirits might also possess and speak
through an entranced shaman, at the shaman’s
call. In either case, shamans solicit the support
of helper spirits, nature gods, and their ances-
tors in their battles, offering these beings ani-
mal sacrifices and other valuables to ensure
their support (Vitebsky 2001).

Thus, whereas shamans are concerned with
maintaining the health and stability of their so-
cieties and not with changing them, prophets
are directly concerned with changing things as
they are and offer a vision of a new and differ-
ent world with a new religious program for get-
ting there. Yet, in shamanic societies undergo-
ing severe social and cultural upheaval, it is
often the shaman who becomes a prophet, a
“shaman-prophet,” or “shaman-messiah,” and
creates a new religious form or movement, even
if that “new” form entails a revival of older or
even lost traditions. Anthropologist Weston La
Barre (1990b) went so far as to argue that
shamanism may well have emerged originally
in prehistoric hunting and gathering societies as
a kind of messianic cult in which shaman-
prophets offered both healing and new cultural
models to cope with ongoing crises over food
and deadly aggression by competing groups.

In historic times, messianic and millennial
forms of shamanism have been reported from
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Siberia to the Americas, where the number and
quality of cases is richest, and in Southeast Asia
and elsewhere as well. Some are more explicitly
political and military in character and may
even lead to actual armed rebellion against a
foreign power; others are more exclusively reli-
gious and expressive, aiming to achieve libera-
tion through magical and spiritual means
alone. Still others fall in between. At either ex-
treme, the actual messianic beliefs and practices
may tend to be more acculturative (emphasiz-
ing foreign religious elements and de-emphasiz-
ing the indigenous) or more nativistic (empha-
sizing indigenous religion and rejecting foreign
beliefs and practices) (cf. Ferndndez 1964). Al-
though many anthropologists attribute the
cause of such sudden new religious forms to ex-
ogenous, or external, factors, such as severe nat-
ural disasters, the clash of cultures, and social,
economic, and political oppression (e.g., Aberle
1970; La Barre 1971; Lanternari 1963; Wallace
1956a), others point to endogenous, or inter-
nal, factors, such as a society’s own sociopoliti-
cal conflicts and traditional millenarian or mes-
sianic ideas and myths (Brown 1991; Clastres

1995; Espindola 1961; Spier 1935).

Messianic Shamanism in Siberia

Marjorie Balzer (1999, 75-98) described two
nineteenth-century cases of messianic shaman-
ism in Northwest Siberia that appear to have
been responses to oppressive external condi-
tions, though one was more military in charac-
ter and the other was more expressive, or reli-
gious. They both emerged after 1820 among
the indigenous Nentsy (Samoyed, Yurak) and
Khanty (Ostiak, Ugra) peoples. It was a time of
increasing Russian contact and colonization in
their area, with stiffer taxation by the czarist
government and mounting pressure by the
Russian Orthodox Church to Christianize. At
the same time, ecological disasters, such as
widespread forest fires that devastated the tun-
dra, and a burgeoning poverty further con-
tributed to the breakdown of these tribal peo-
ples’ traditional and relatively free nomadic and
egalitarian way of life based on herding and
breeding reindeer. As a result, they became in-
creasingly more dependent on Russian grains
and products. But during several famines, the
grains were withheld, fueling their growing des-
peration.

Then, in 1825, a very talented, charismatic,
and well-known Nentsy shaman, Vavlyo Neni-
ang, began preaching about a prophetic vision
he had had. He saw his people return to a tra-
ditional way of life, and he saw the usually op-
posing Nentsy and Khanty tribes united in a
combined religious, political, and military re-
sponse to their mutual plight. Within a short
time, large numbers of Nentsy and Khanty
gathered around Vavlyo, forming a messianic
community of more than 400 tents. Vavlyo led
his followers in shamanic ritual dances, chant-
ing, and nighttime sacrificial offerings of rein-
deer to placate local spirits and, plausibly, to
liberate them from their condition. He
preached that his followers should reclaim their
nomadic lives and religion and denounce the
life of hired laborers and fishers. They should
also withhold payment of taxes and join him in
Robin Hood-like raids on the reindeer herds of
the wealthy, who were allied to the Russians, to
redistribute the herds to their poor and starving
people.

In 1839, after many such raids, Vavlyo was
imprisoned and exiled. However, after a stun-
ning escape, which followers attributed to his
shamanic powers, Vavlyo returned and marched
toward the provincial center of Obdorsk with
400—-600 armed followers. His plan was to force
merchants of the regional market there to lower
the prices of Russian goods, increase the value
of Native furs, force Taishin, a puppet Khanty
“prince” of the Russian government, to distrib-
ute the government supplies of grains that had
been withheld, and replace Taishin with a
Khanty elder of Vavlyo’s choosing to serve as
cultural broker with the Russians. Though Vav-
lyo was captured and imprisoned en route, a
Khanty cohort, the shaman Pani Khodin, con-
tinued the movement and its religious and mili-
tary activities in a much smaller band for an-
other fifteen years (until 1856).

By 1896, Russian colonization and influence
had spread to the Vakh river region to the
south and was strongly undermining the fun-
damental values of very poor Khanty peoples,
who had been forced into the area and who
were surviving on hunting, fishing, and the
trade of squirrel skins. Many squandered their
meager earnings on alcohol and tobacco, vices
tied directly to the Russians. Even very young
girls were seen drunk in the villages, and,
among adults, smoking and drinking were be-



coming common at traditional religious cere-
monies held at sacred grove sites. Sexual rela-
tions with the Russians were also increasing,
leading to the breakdown of traditional kin re-
lations and constituting a major breach of
Khanty moral codes. Many believed that such
breaches would affect the health of the people
as a whole, and indeed, various sicknesses, no-
tably smallpox, were appearing in neighboring
regions.

In that year, one of several types of Khanty
shamans, a female dream-seer, ulam-verta-ni,
had a powerful dream predicting a terrible sick-
ness among her people. She preached that to
prevent this cataclysmic epidemic people would
have to give up tobacco and alcohol, renew the
Khanty moral code regarding sexual relations,
and perform ongoing and intensive ceremonies
before ancestor shrines at a large number of sa-
cred groves. In each ceremony, they were to ex-
ecute the most rigorous and most costly form
of ritual sacrifice, that of horses (instead of the
more common and less valued reindeer). The
sacrificed horses were to be offered to obrtain
the protection of diverse ancestor spirits and ce-
lestial gods and to placate disease-causing enti-
ties, the Christian devil, and other evil spirits.
The shamanic dream-seer soon attracted a large
Khanty following from as far away as 100 kilo-
meters. This following included other types of
shamans, such as the élta-ku, who directly bat-
tled disease-causing spirits in trance, sacrifice
specialists, various kinds of healers, and the eld-
ers of many Vakh river settlements. All partici-
pated in elaborate shamanic séances and sacrifi-
cial rites at the numerous ancestor grove sites.
The shamans danced, chanted, sacrificed seven
horses in each ceremony, and escorted the
horses’ souls to the gods and spirits they were
offered to. But due to sickness, despair, and the
apparently irreversible impact of Russian cul-
ture, the movement dwindled in less than a
year. (For cases of shaman-prophets and
shamanic revivals in post-Soviet Siberia, see
Balzer 2002; Fridman 2004.)

Messianic Shamanism in the Americas

In North America, external factors also ap-
peared to be responsible for the development of
indigenous messianic movements during and
after European and Euro-American coloniza-
tion, which devastated Native American lands,
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forced Indians into reservations, eliminated the
huge roaming herds of bison upon which many
groups depended, and led to both widespread
malnutrition and a series of terrible typhoid
and other epidemics. Many Indians died. At
the same time, the Indians also lost their politi-
cal autonomy and suffered from the U.S. gov-
ernment’s campaign to eradicate their lan-
guages, customs, and beliefs (Kehoe 1989,
13-40).

In 1870, during the development of these ex-
treme deprivations, the North Paiute Indian
shaman, Wodizob, of Nevada, famous for his
soul-fetching trance journeys to heal the ill, had
a prophetic vision in which he saw the souls of
the dead. He said that if the people performed a
sacred round dance for their ancestors, a “Ghost
Dance,” there would be a great cataclysm in
which the white people would vanish, the Great
Spirit would return their loved ones who had
died, and all would live happily in a paradisiacal
land of plenty. Though the movement ended af-
ter four years of intensive trance dancing with-
out effect, the Ghost Dance spread throughout
California and Oregon (Du Bois 1939).

Then in 1888, Wovoka (“Jack Wilson”), a
Northern Paiute “weather doctor” and healer,
who had been raised in part by whites and ex-
posed to Christian beliefs, suffered a serious
sickness during which he lost consciousness. At
the height of his delirium, there occurred earth
tremors and a dramatic total eclipse of the sun.
The terrified Paiute believed that the world was
ending. When it did not and Wovoka regained
consciousness, he talked of meeting God in a
spiritual journey. God told him that his people
must lead a clean, honest life (no fights, no war
against whites, no lying, stealing, drinking)
and carry out a sacred Ghost Dance. If they

obeyed, they would be reunited with their de-
ceased loved ones in a new world, but with no
more sickness, old age, or death, and with
plenty of game. The whites would be carried
away or become one with the Indians. Wo-
voka’s Ghost Dance spread to some thirty-five
tribes throughout the West. Some variants de-
veloped more intensely religious forms, as
among the Northern Paiute and Arapaho. Oth-
ers became more political and potentially mili-
tary, as among the Sioux, who devised “bullet-
proof” shirts in preparation for war. The Sioux
Ghost Dance ended in the tragic slaughter of
Ghost Dancers at Wounded Knee. Most other
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Ghost Dances disappeared in time, but some
continued into the 1960s (Kehoe 1989; La
Barre 1990a).

Though many scholars attribute the emer-
gence of the Ghost Dance movements to exter-
nal factors, namely Euro-American oppression,
others point to internal sources. For instance,
according to Leslie Spier (1935), pre-European
beliefs among Indians of the Northwest and
the Northern Paiute region strongly resembled
those of the Ghost Dance. They believed, for
instance, in an impending destruction of the
world, its renewal, and the “happy day” when
the dead would return—all invoked by a
round dance led by an inspired leader (Spier
1935, 5). This “Prophet Dance,” as Spier called
it, was observed and recorded among various
groups, such as the Pacific Coast Salish Indi-
ans, as early as 1820, long before the Ghost
Dances of 1870 and 1890 and many years be-
fore the first trading posts and missionaries in
that region (Suttles 1957, 353-358, 382-383).
Plausibly, then, the later Ghost Dance
prophets drew from these traditional Indian
beliefs and practices in their region, and thus
their messianic shamanism was not, or not pri-
marily, a creative response to Euro-American
colonization.

In regard to the earlier Prophet Dances,
some anthropologists, like Spier, have empha-
sized endogenous causes. They have argued, for
instance, that in the politically precarious In-
dian societies of that area, the Prophet Dance
was a kind of cultural mechanism through
which needed political leaders could arise, of-
fering new models of how things should be
(Suttles 1957, 393). Indeed, although many
Prophet Dance leaders were shamans, others
were inspired chiefs. Other anthropologists,
however, have argued that Western trade and
colonizers’ diseases had actually strongly im-
pacted the Indians in those societies before any
direct contact with whites. The diseases and the
effects of trade had spread into these Indians’
areas and caused crises in their societies, and
they responded with the Prophet Dances—
pointing back again to external causes (Aberle
1959; Walker 1969).

This debate over internal versus external
causes figures prominently in the literature on
messianic shamanism in South America. Of-
ten cited in the controversy are the astounding
messianic movements of the closely related

Tupi and Guaran{ tribes. During European
colonization in the sixteenth century, the
Tupi-Guarani populated coastal Brazil, the
northwest Amazon region, Paraguay, and
nearby areas. Their movements were led by
the most revered form of Tupi-Guaran{
shaman, a male shaman-prophet called the
karai (carai, caraibe). Between 1539 and 1549,
for instance, ten to twelve thousand Tup{
(Tupinamba) of coastal Brazil suddenly left
their otherwise sedentary agricultural commu-
nities, presumably under the direction and vi-
sions of a karai. They traveled westward en
masse across the entire continent to the Andes
of Peru in search of a terrestrial paradise they
called kandire, “the Land-Without-Evil.”
Spanish settlers in the Peruvian Andes in 1549
recorded the arrival of some 300 survivors of
this extraordinary messianic trek and the Indi-
ans’ account of it.

In 1562, the Jesuits stopped a similar mes-
sianic exodus of 3,000 Tupi from Bahia on the
northeast Brazilian coast, led by two karais in
pursuit of the Land-Without-Evil. But in 1609,
another karai successfully led an estimated
40,000 to 60,000 Tupi (Potiquara) for more
than a thousand miles, from Pernambuco, a
state just north of Bahia, to Maranhio in the
far north, again following their karai’s visions of
the end of the world and a promised land of
plenty and immortality. Jesuits, adventurers,
and army captains met the massive migration at
different points along the way and recorded de-
tails of the karai’s vision, message, rules, and
rituals. There were many more such migratory
forms of messianic shamanism in Brazil, but an
even greater number appeared among Guaran{
groups from Paraguay and nearby areas. All of
them headed east to the Brazilian coast in
search of the Land-Without-Evil. Such mes-
sianic migrations continued through the nine-
teenth century and into the beginning of the
twentieth century (Clastres 1995, 49-57; Mé-
traux 1941).

What evil were they all fleeing—an evil
from without or from within? Dramatic devel-
opments in the colonization of the Brazilian
coast in the 1530s (just preceding the first
recorded migration in 1539-1549) suggest ex-
ternal causes, an evil from without. At that
time, sugar mills were founded along the
coast, leading to the extensive enslavement of
Indians for labor and for widespread sexual



exploitation. At the same time, to boost the
Portuguese presence on the coast, King Joao
IIT emptied his jails of murderers and other
hardened criminals and sent them to Brazil,
where they committed terrible atrocities, par-
ticularly against the Indians (Hemming 1978,
35-44).

Plausibly, such external conditions were be-
hind the messianic migrations. But if the Tupi
were simply escaping the evil Portuguese and
servitude, why would they cross the entire con-
tinent to escape them? They could have
stopped long before then. According to Hélene
Clastres and other anthropologists, the move-
ments were rather motivated by religious and
political concerns within Tupi-Guaran{ society.
In their model, fundamental Tupi-Guaran{ be-
liefs and myths together with the stresses
within their power structure (tensions between
chiefs and karais) periodically drove karais to
draw from their myths and form messianic
movements in order to escape internal con-
flicts—thus pointing to internal causes, an evil
within. The Tupi and Guarani believed in a
central high god, Tupid, who was actually a god
of destruction (not of creation) and intimately
tied to their ostensibly pre-European apocalyp-
tic myths about the world’s future destruction
and the quest for the Land-Without-Evil.
These beliefs would explain their major preoc-
cupation with these themes and why so many
disparate Tupi and Guarani tribes from north-
east Brazil to the northwest region of the Ama-
zon and Paraguay held virtually the same myths
and exhibited the same kinds of messianic mi-
grations periodically, as noted by chroniclers
early in the colonial period (Clastres 1995; cf.
Thomas 1988). (For other cases in North
America, see Wallace 1956a; Thornton 1993;
and for South America, see Brown 1991;

Hugh-Jones 1997; Wright and Hill 1992.)
Patric V. Giesler

See also: Ghost Dance and Prophet Dance;
Siberian Shamanism
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MUSEUM COLLECTIONS

The material history of shamanism today exists
primarily in the museums of the world’s devel-
oped nations. The oldest collections exist in the
Ethnographic Museum of the Americas in
Madrid, the Russian Museum of Ethnography
and the Kunstkammer Museum in Saint Peters-
burg, Russia, and the British Museum in Lon-
don. The largest African collections are held in
the Royal Museum for Central Africa in Bel-
gium and the Ethnologisches Museum in
Berlin.

Collections consisting of objects relating to
shamanism, ritual, divination, and healing were
established during a colonial era extending from
the fifteenth through the twentieth centuries.
These objects were obtained as curiosities,
booty, and ethnographic specimens and subse-
quently gathered as collections in faraway cities
like Oslo, New York, Chicago, Paris, Seattle,
and Ottawa. Many museum collections, such as
those of the American Museum of Natural His-
tory in New York and the Field Museum in
Chicago, were developed by private or museum
sponsorship, motivated by civic boosters eager
to establish collections of ethnographic impor-
tance. As a result, many objects, some still inte-
gral to cultural practice and heritage, were ac-
quired by ethically questionable means. Other
museums, most notably the Royal Museum for
Central Africa in Turvuren, Belgium, developed
their massive collections forcibly, often at the
expense of cultures and lives.

Though many museums were complicit in
the weakening of shamanism and indigenous
cultures, paradoxically their collections now ex-
ist as testaments to the widespread and multi-
faceted heritage of shamanism. To be thankful
yet regretful is the part of the complicated colo-
nial legacy that all Westerners share today.
Mindful of their colonial legacy, many muse-
ums have subsequently developed an awareness
of context, meaning, and sacredness for objects
within their collections. Similarly, the rise in
cultural awareness and political empowerment
of many indigenous cultures has spurred the de-
velopment of regional museums in places like
Ulan Ude in Siberia and Pusan in Korea. These
museums, operated and curated by indigenous
people and dedicated to a local culture, are part
of a broader movement of cultural reclamation,
whereby cultures are recovering and reimagin-



ing their heritage. Central to cultural recovery
efforts has been the reexamination of spiritual
and shamanistic traditions.

In turn, many museums have aspired to
more accurately identify objects, their context,
and use. However, due to incomplete or vague
collection data, the identification of many
shamanistic, ritual, or cultural objects remains
imprecise. A recent exhibit at the Royal On-
tario Museum in Ottawa, for instance, identi-
fied an ancient Chinese figure simply as a “fig-
ure” rather than as an image of Nuogong, the
father of Nuo—a complex shamanistic spiritual
system based on Daoism—who traditionally
had to be present to oversee each shamanistic
ceremony. Similarly, many of the ritual objects,
regalia, masks, talismans, and figurines located
in the world’s museums have been vaguely
identified by their collectors and often ascribed,
wittingly and unwittingly, with misleading in-
formation because of the association of an ob-
ject with “pagan” or “heathen” significance or
ceremonies. As a consequence many objects re-
main incorrectly identified or generally de-
scribed as “ritual” rather than “shamanistic.” A
visitor or researcher should be mindful of less
than obvious shamanistic connections; in fact,
most ritual objects should be viewed as being
associated with shamanistic practice, even
though not specifically identified as such.

It is impossible to note all museums contain-
ing objects relating to the world’s diverse
shamanistic heritage. Instead, this entry will
cite major and unique collections, which will
hopefully serve as guideposts for the reader’s
further investigations.

The Russian Museum of Ethnography and
the Kunstkammer Museum, both of which are
located in Saint Petersburg, contain the world’s
largest and most comprehensive collections of
Siberian and Far Eastern shamanistic objects.
The second floor of the Russian Museum of
Ethnography holds several thousand ritual ob-
jects relating to the wide variety of ethnic
groups contained within Russia, a nation that
accounts for one-fifth of the earth’s land sur-
face. Under the sponsorship of Czar Alexander
II1, the museum collected objects from more
than 150 ethnic groups to proclaim the breadth
and depth of Russian culture; under the Sovi-
ets, ethnic diversity was used to demonstrate
the triumph of Communist ideology. The main
part of this ethnographic collection was ob-
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Nanai shaman (Siberia). Russian Ethnographic
Museum, St. Petersburg, Russia. (Courtesy of Eva
Jane Neumann Fridman)

tained in the latter part of the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. Anthropomorphic
images, shaman’s coats, ritual costumes, drums,
and masks from Russia’s vast cultural landscape
are represented. Objects from the Baltic States,
the Volga, Caucasus, Alvic, Byelorussia, Amur,
Ukrainian Crimea, Daghestan, Ural, and the
Kazakstan regions are included. The museum
also has a valuable photo collection and an ex-
traordinary representation of ritual regalia from
Siberia, Central Asia, and the Far East, which
includes the Yakut, Buryat, Khakass, Tungus,
and Tuva people.

The Kunstkammer Museum was founded in
1704 by Peter the Great and is the oldest state
museum in Russia. Like the Russian Museum
of Ethnography, this museum holds several ex-
cellent examples relating to Siberian shaman-
ism. Because of its early founding, it also holds
several objects connected with pre-Christian
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shamanistic and spiritual practices in Russia.
Animist and pre-Christian Slavic and European
traditions are also represented with such objects
as birch-bark masks representing tree spirits.
Because Peter the Great was intent on establish-
ing a museum of international repute, the mu-
seum also has several ritual objects from East
Asia and Southeast Asia, Africa, the Americas,
Australia, and Oceania.

Established in 1857, The Ethnographic Mu-
seum of Norway occupies the top three floors
of the University Museum of Cultural Her-
itage, University of Oslo at Tullinlekka, in the
center of Oslo. The Ethnographic Museum col-
lection numbers more than 45,000 objects and
has permanent exhibitions from a number of
regions of the world: the Arctic, North and
South America, South and East Asia, and
Africa.

Norway’s historical and political interests in
the circumpolar north motivated its extensive
Arctic and Subarctic collection during the early
part of the twentieth century. Museum-spon-
sored ethnographers and explorers came into
early contact with several cultural groups in
northern Canada and Siberia; Roland Amund-
sen gathered the world’s largest collection of
objects from the Netsilik and Chuckchee
people. The Netsilik collection, with over 900
items, is the museum’s largest from a single cul-
ture, and includes many shamanistic and ritual
objects. Drjan Olsen collected extensively from
the Tuvan people, reindeer herders from south-
ern Siberia and Mongolia, who have a long and
developed history of shamanism. Several rare
objects, such as shaman headpieces with rein-
deer antlers, are included in the collection, as
are ritual items that reveal the unique blending
of animist and Buddhist influences. Gustav
Holm’s collection from East Greenland in-
cludes several spirit carvings used by shaman as
mnemonics and for divination. The Adolf Dat-
tan collection of the Orochi and Nanai people
of the Amur River region offers remarkable ex-
amples of artifacts connected with shamanistic
practice from people living along the southern
Pacific coast of Siberia. The shamanistic arti-
facts in this collection illustrate the confluence
of Siberian, Chinese, and Tungus-Manchu cul-
tures. The variety and depth of the museum’s
vast collections offer an opportunity to com-
pare the highly developed shamanistic tradi-
tions of Siberia and the Russian Far East.

The Ethnographic Museum of the Americas
in Madrid holds the largest and finest collec-
tion of shaman- and ritual-related objects from
the Caribbean and Central and South America.
The museum also includes objects gathered
from the Tlingit, Alutiig, and Yupik of Alaska.
The museum holds thousands of objects, gath-
ered primarily in the sixteenth, seventeenth,
eighteenth’ and nineteenth centuries; many ob-
jects also were collected during the era of
Columbus, constituting one of the earliest col-
lections of ethnographic and shamanistic arti-
facts in the world. Early, often pre-Columbian
objects offer unique insights into the world
that existed before contact with Europeans, a
world organized by indigenous spiritual belief
systems, ritual cycles, and shamanistic practice.
The collection is extensive, if not overwhelm-
ing, in its variety, wealth, and detail. The early
acquisition date of some of the objects has,
however, also made them difficult to identify
and classify.

The collection includes objects from the
Plains Indians of the American Southwest and
Colorado River areas. Hopi Kachina dolls, rep-
resenting ancestral spirits and ritual objects
from the Maya of Chiapas and Guatemala are
prominent in the collection. The Huichol of
northern Mexico are also well represented; the
spiritual perspective that still makes them a na-
tion of shamans permeates all objects with rit-
ual, making the collection of special interest.
Other objects in the collection are the only ma-
terial testaments of several now-extinct indige-
nous groups.

Because of the wide and early sphere of influ-
ence of the Spanish, the collection also includes
a diversity of items—headpieces, masks, ritual
drums, implements, and shrunken heads—from
the Caribbean, Peru, and Amazonia, dating
from the early part of the eighteenth century.
Ritual and spiritual objects from the Araucanian
culture in Chile can be compared to masks and
regalia worn by the healers from a variety of An-
dean indigenous groups. The collection also in-
cludes a surprising number of objects from
Melanesia, Micronesia, Malaysia, Hawaii, the
Philippines, and even Africa and China. Of par-
ticular note are the spirit