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SHAMANISM IN GENERAL

A shaman is a witch doctor or medicine man, an official healer in a less-developed culture. Shamans diagnose illnesses and prescribe cures; they possess healing powers and perform miracles. They often have extensive knowledge of the natural world—plants and stars, for example. 

In many tribes, the shaman coexists with the sacrificing priest (one who performs sacrifices and other rituals in the group’s religion). Or a shaman may be a priest. But shamans are mystics: in experiences of ecstasy, they are dominant. Ecstatic experiences are valued for their power.

Shamans “have the powers to do a variety of tasks such as weather control, seasonal passage, obtaining food resources . . .” (Wright 36-37) But their primary concern is healing the sick.

Shamans often combine “the roles of physician, pharmacologist, psychotherapist, sociologist, philosopher, lawyer, astrologer, and priest—and aspects of other statuses which in our society have become highly specialized.” (Browman and Schwarz 7)

Some people, without training, become shamans by surviving near-fatal illnesses. They can foreknow events or know of events in other villages. (Wright 37)

The stages of shamanic initiation are virtually universal. “. . . vocation, withdrawal into solitude, apprenticeship to a master, the acquisition of one or more familiar spirits, symbolic ritual of death and resurrection, secret language, all seem to be evident in shamanistic cultures.” (Eliade 1964)

Sickness, dreams and ecstasies are frequent initiatory happenings. An ecstatic experience, especially, is required before a shaman is publicly recognized as a shaman. Shamans ascend to the sky or descend to the underworld to speak with gods or spirits (especially dead shamans). (Eliade 1964)

Initiations are a renewal of one’s self, almost a death and resurrection. Shamans undergo renewal of the internal organs. The shaman is stripped of all that he used to be, from his social and mental habits to his religious and philosophical ideas.

A shaman normally is apprenticed to an already successful shaman; the highest shamans are those who apprentice as children and continue their training into adulthood. Shamans “who in their apprenticeship learned for only a few years of the usual six to eight” have access only to the lower planes of the cosmos and perform only limited kinds of cures. (Wright 36)

North American Eskimos and North Asians view the other world as an inverted image of this world. Everything that happens here happens there but in inverted form. For example, rivers flow upstream instead of downstream; when it is day here it is night there. (Eliade 1964)

Eskimos believe that illness results from violating a taboo. Or sometimes a dead person’s spirit, fearful of making the journey to the other world alone, will steal another person’s soul, thus making him ill. The shaman in this case will escort the soul to where it needs to go.

North American Eskimos and North Asians have a four-tiered universe: the sky, the earth, immediately below the earth, and far below the earth. Spirits of the dead inhabit the first, third, and fourth levels. In Siberian belief, those who die a violent death or are heroes ascent to the region above the earth. (Eliade 1964) The adjacent underworld is the only region of famine and despair. Those who die of diseases reside in the far underworld. Precautions are taken to prevent the dead from remaining with the living, but family members who have been dead a long time receive elaborate funerals so that they will become guardians.

A shaman is a witch doctor or a medicine man because spirits guide him in order to heal. Shamans are thus in constant battle with sorcerers. “Sorcerers are ordinary people who, driven by spite or envy, secretly introduce spirit darts into the bodies of victims. If the dart isn’t removed by a shaman, the victim dies.” The sorcerer works in secret, the shaman in public. (Brown 8)

Only experienced shamans can reach high-level spirits. “Shamans are ranked by their peers and by others of the community on the extent of their knowledge, the efficacy of their cures, and the truthfulness of the advice they give. This ranking is correlated with the proven ability of a shaman to gain access to the several levels of the cosmos, each level being associated with higher and more important spirits and deities.” (Wright 36)

Many shamans use hallucinogens to induce trances, and anthropologists have had experiences with native hallucinogens. (Harner 9; Wright 33) Though the drugs differ, the hallucinations are often similar. In South America, “The most frequent of these are: (1) brightly colored, large snakes; (2) jaguars and ocelots; (3) spirits, both of ayahuasca [an hallucinogen] and others; (4) large trees, often falling trees; [and] (5) lakes, frequently filled with anacondas and alligators . . .” (Harner 12)

AN EXAMPLE: SHAMANISM AMONG THE MONGOLS

Mongol Religion

The Mongols had a legend to explain their own origin: “In the northern forests there roamed a great blue-grey wolf. By the shores of Baikal he took as his consort a tawny doe; and the pair, wandering south together, settled near the Kentey range . . . From their union the Mongols sprang: the people of the Blue, or heavenly wolf, as the Turks before them had been the people of the Grey Wolf and the Blue Sky.” (Legg 227)

The Mongols believed that atop a four-sided, pyramidal mountain (the cosmic mountain, “Sumbur”) grew the cosmic tree (“Zambu”), identified with “the Golden Pillar” which upholds the celestial tent at whose apex was the pole star. A Mongolian shaman would pass through the mountain and the tree (the earth’s axis) to the spiritual realm (sky or underworld).

For Mongols, the universe was three-tiered: sky, earth, and underworld. Souls return to the sky at death, usually in the form of a bird in flight. Everything, including suffering and happiness, derived from the heavens. The number of the spirits was often 99, though this varied from region to region.

The Mongols associated fire with purification and power. They believed that the blood contained the soul. They had a vague believe that at the end of time, the sky would collapse.

Mongol Shamanism

Shamanism began in ancestor worship. Mongols kept images of ancestors in their tents and believed that they provided protection.

Genghis Khan (c. 1162-1227) believed he was the incarnation of Tengri, the supreme sky god (more fully, Qormusta Tengri). Consequently, “refusal to acknowledge the Khan’s supremacy was blasphemy and sacrilege.” (Saunders 68) The shamanic clergy of Mongolia had a great deal of power in Genghis Khan’s empire.

Shamans developed through two training stages. In the first, they increased perception through, e.g., pain and hyperventilation. In the second, they controlled internal imagery and thereby learned to control spirits.

The shaman “was the master of ceremonies at feasts and used his powers to prevent drought or storms to achieve military prowess.” (Ratchnevsky 197; see 156-58)

If a person were ill, a shaman would seek the patient’s soul, capture it, and make it return to its body.
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