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INDIGENOUS

RELIGIONS

# Overview

cross all the earth’s inhabited continents today are thousands of different
indigenous peoples, ethnic groups whose ties to their lands go back a mil-
lennium or much longer. Some have migrated to new homelands and
changed their ways of life in recent centuries; others have been relocated
In recent generadons to “reservations” within modern states; still others (in CrOWIng
numbers) live in two worlds, moving between life in their modern countries and their

-matve group. Indigenous peoples today defy easy characterization: In remote Highland

New Guinea, the village headman wears only a penis sheath as he performs a ritual to
protect his home. More typical is a Kayapo chief in the Amazon rain forest who oz
day dresses in little more than body paint and on another wears western clothes. A

~visitor to a Lakota ceremonial leader in the North American Plains would tind him in

blue jeans, western-style shirt, and a Stetson hat.

All surviving indigenous peoples (or first peoples) have been atfected by the mod-
ern world and its trade, technologies, or communications. The cultural raditions an
rehigious lives of all these peoples have been altered, often dramatically, by outsiders
encroaching on their lands, exposing them to new diseases, and imposing laws to take
their lands and assimilate them into the majority citizenry. Around the world and over
recent t:ent'urics, hundreds of indigenous groups have succumbed or been assimilated,
their religions like their languages forever extinguished.
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Origins of Homo religiosys: Prehistory
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Hlp 2.1 Locations of some of the prehistoric and ethnographic cultural groups discussed in this book.
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The Limitations of the Term Animism

The term animism, though still in widespread use, is
rooted in a problematic distinction in earlier scholar-
ship. An animist was said to see the world as inhab-
ited by a host of souls (anima) that are embodied in
a variety of life-forms. By applying the term only to
indigenous peoples, who usually worship a polythe-
istic pantheon, early scholars tried to create the basis
for a distinction between them and peoples adhering
to the major monotheistic religions. (Tylor and oth-
ers saw monotheism as a superior form of religion
that emerged among animist peoples, in conformity
to the accounts of the Jews in the Hebrew Bible.) But
does belief in souls truly separate humanity’s reli-

CHAPTER 2: INDIGENOUS RELIGIONS —

gious belief systems and its thousands of believers?
All three Abrahamic faiths hold that human beings
possess souls (anima), as do traditional indian and
Chinese religions. In that sense, most world religions
are animist. Furthermore, even the monotheistic re-
hgions hold that a multitude of nonhuman “souls”
inhabit the world alongside human beings: angels,
ghosts, jinn, demons, and so on. A second limitation
with the term animism as a blanket term is that it aiso
masks the large array of very different conceptions of
“soul” recorded in human religious history, nciud-
ing peoples (e.q., the early Chinese) who believe that
human bodies are inhabited by two or more souls.
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was accompanied by the development of language ability and the unmustakable pres-
ence of religion.

The universality of religion in human societies even led Mircea Ehade. a proneer-
ing scholar of comparative religions, to call our species Homo religiosus. or “religious
humanity.” In fact, now as well as from the earliest days of the modern species. religion
has been at the center of human culture, reshaping social lite. Thus, we can say that
religion has always been an integral, at times even essential part of humanitys evo-
lutionary path. It supported the success of small hunter-gatherer groups, the d‘mnc«a*
tication of plants and animals, and then reinforced humamuty's prﬂdlgl.nuﬂ- cﬁnrf; to
create cities, empires, and superpowers. We now turn to the very beginning of this

extraordinary story.

Religion’s Origins Among Hunter-Gatherers

-
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Colonel George Custer leads army attack on assembled native tribes and all 250 soldiers
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The White Australia Policy articulated

Wovoka, the Paiute spiritual leader, has vision and spreads message of the Ghost Dance
Massacre of Sioux at Wounded Knee, South Dakota

Bwiti, a West Central African religion, is founded among the forest-dwelling Babongo and
Mitsogo people of Gabon and the Fang people of Gabon and Cameroon

Native American Church founded in Oklahoma, combining use of peyote witn Christian

beliefs of morality and self-respect. Church prohibits alcohol, requires menogamy and
family responsibility, and promotes hard work.

Santo Daime, a syncretistic religion based on ceremonial ayahuasca (called da:me)
ingestion, is begun in western Brazil by Raimundo Irineu Serra

Stalin begins Soviet repression of shamans in Siberia and in their satellite, Outer Mongok..,
that lasts until 1989

People’s Republic of China labels shamanism a “superstition” and represses spirit mediurn:
across China

Australian government formally adopts assimilation policy toward aboriginal peoples

Uni&io do Vegetal, a syncretistic religion based on the use of ayahuasca and elements of *cik
Christianity, shamanism, and ancient Incan soul traditions, is founded by Jose Porto Veiho

The Australian Senate acknowledges prior ownership of country by aboriginal peopie anc
seeks compensation for their dispossession.
The World Council of Indigenous People is founded.

Religious Freedom Act promises to “protect and preserve” for Native Americans “freedom
to believe, express, and exercise” traditional religions, “including but not limited to
access to sites, use and possession of sacred objects, and the freedom to worship through

ceremonial and traditional rites”

Kayapo people joined by intemnational indigenous group rights advocates to protest dam

project at Altamira

Australian High Court rules that native title to land has not been extinguished, rejecting

200-year-old settler claims that aboriginal lands were terro nullius, “no one’s land”

Smithsonian Institution’s National Museumn of the American Indian opens in

Washington, DC AR
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Prehistoric cave art: the
first shaman. Over fifty
examples of animal-
human figures like

this one suggest that‘ ‘
shamanism had its origins

in the prehistoric era.
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The Kung San of southern Africa, one of the most studied, late-surviving
hunter-gatherer groups, are typical. A nomadic people, the Kung utilize simple
tools and build temporary houses. An intricate knowledge of their environment i
expressed in a language that recognizes 500 species of plants and animals, vielding
a diet that consists of 105 different foods. Utter mastery of an environment shared
with large predators is typical of such groups. Once scholars gained firsthana knowl-
edge of hunter-gatherers like the Kung, they began to appreciate the high!y skilled
nature of this mode of life, the clear rationality of the people, and the ver ~ophist-
cated languages and cultures that had evolved among them. This new and ~mpirical
understanding disproved the theories of nineteenth-century social sciciiis, who
had speculated that religion had its origins in the fear and ignorance of humans fac-
ing a threatening and incomprehensible world.

Theth:E:[t}n capacity for language to create and build culture was almosr ¢ ertanly
present by 100,000 BCE among the Neanderthals and those who succeeded rhem, the
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lssues of Terminology and Imagination: Primitive, Indigenous

Writers who wish to refer to the peoples living in
simple subsistence societies, both modern and pre-
historic, face a problem of nomenclature. The term
primitive was once popular, but it falsely suggests a
lack of cultural development or factual understand-
ing, since in fact many native peoples have complex
languages and mythologies. In choosing the term in-
digenous religions, we are implying that the social and
religious lives of a given people are rooted deeply in a
given place. This first mode of religious life known in
the record of human history is inextricably bound to

the life of small groups. The reader should note that .

we are not equating modern hunter-gatherers with

humans living in this mode of life 30,000 years ago
or suggesting that these contemporary groups are
“living fossils,” since none today live isolated from
the developed world and all have distinct histories.
The term indigenous until recent times referred to
peoples living in premodern modes of subsistence,
either as hunter-gatherers or utilizing nonmechani-
cal agricultural methods. In growing numbers, indig-
enous peoples today are quickly learning aboul the
legal systems of modern states and selectively adopt-
ing modern technologies in an attempt to preserve
their lands, ease the burdens of subsistence, and en-
sure their culture’s adaptation and survival.

aimed at explaining the unseen powers of life, the inner world of personhood, and the
ultimate mystery, that of death. Many artifacts of prehistoric religion have been found

that reflect human engagement with each of these realms.

FERTILITY, CHILDBIRTH, AND SURVIVAL

One striking kind of object found across Eurasia in late prehistory
called “Venus” figurines, small stone sculptures of females with

often with their genitalia emphasized. To understand these objects,
Small tribes were doubtless greatly concerned with

keep their own group numerous ¢nou gh

the reality of prehistoric human life.
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for success in subsistence, hunting, and warfare. Further, sin

and all childbirths were high-risk events and since 1t was rea
rn children, it is likely that the figurines

vival of children in small groups. Some
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ing “mother goddess.” They have speculated that
and revered a special female power that lay behin
they focused on the miracle of females pro
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e human life.
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Scholars believe that
prehistoric hunting
group initiation
ceremonies were held in
underground sanctuaries
decorated with carefully
rendered images of
animals like this early
masterpiece of cave art.
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RELIGION IN PREHISTORY:
THE SECRET OF EARLY CAVE RITUALS
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In the famous cave paintings of Eurasia, hunted animals such as bison, bear, and deg,
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mouble to go several hundred yards under the earth, traversing narrow, damp, and dark

PasSAZEeWAVS, seem to engage in no ordinary task. Archaeologists surmise that these sites
were related to the hunts undertaken by bands of able-bodied men. Hunter-gatherers
needed animals for their survival. They hunted to secure the meat essential for their
diet, the skins tor clothing, and the bones and sinew used for tools and adornment.
Some pamnted cave scenes also indicate that the prehistoric hunt was often dangerous:
Wild bison, cave bears, and large cats are shown inflicting lethal injuries on humans.

The hunt required group coordination for success, since tracking, stalking, encir-
cling. and using spears or stones to make kills at close range could not be achieved
without coordinated action, individual bravery, and strong group loyalty. A hunting
expedition could fail if a single member broke ranks and failed at his station, endanger-
ing not only himself and others in the group, but the entire tribe, which was depend-
ing on the hunters. Having documented similar rites among modern hunting tribes,
scholars view some of the prehistoric caves as ritual theaters for initiating adolescent
bovs into the ranks of hunters, sites of instruction in hunting lore, killing practices, and
ritual. Perhaps it was to these remote sites that elders brought frightened initiates and
dramatically staged rituals that revealed the prey the men pursued and established the
vouths’ new identity as adult hunters. Through this initiation ritual, young men bonded
with the other adult males with whom they would risk their lives.

Such practices in the service of human survival formed the basis of the first rehi-
gions according to the defimtions we discussed in Chapter 1: They helped bind a group
critical to the society’s success, and they reinforced the human need to be careful with
regard to the unseen powers surrounding them. The second point is especially impor-
cant if we assume that the elders taught that each animal, like every human being, has
an inner spirit or soul, one that must be respected in death and returned to the world
or sent on its way back to the animal spirit world or afterlife. We now turn to this topic
and trace its frequent presence in a variety of modern indigenous groups.
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Death is not to be feared, for there is no heaven or partially separated from the Dreamworld and as a re-
hell. At death, people return to where they came sult human beings became separated from other ani-
from. Life is thus a transition from coming into being mals. Humans learned to make fire, speak language,
from kamannunnge, or Dreamtime, 10 going out of  follow the incest taboo, and to have kin. Although
being, back to Dreamtime. This living world s only this differentiates humans from animals in this world,
a shadow of the reality of Dreamtime. In the Dream- it does not make humans better than animals.

time, the humans and animals were one . . . but be- Adapted from: David McKnight, Lordil: Keepers of the Dreamtime (5an
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*The first thing when

we wake up in the
morning is to be
thankful to the Great
Spirit for the Mother
Earth: how we live,
what it produces,
what keeps everything
alive.”

—Joshua Wetsit, an
Assiniboine from
Montana

sourck: The Sacred Ways of
Knowledge, Sources of Life.

Indigenous Religious Traditions:
Soul Belief and Afterhf? B

exist, testimony to the resilience of the

eoples still e
g social and cultural bonds. Their religions hyy,

| in each case somehow reflecting the group;
’

Today thousands of separate native p
human spirit and the power of stron

been an integral part of their surviva . | _ |
connection with its lands, identity, modes of subsistence, and historical memory. Ther,
3

are indigenous peoples today who subsist primarily as huntﬁr-gﬂfﬁffﬂi 5h1‘””r]}§§ slash-
and-burn agriculturalists, or settled agricultural cultivators, as well as T :C'S_L who hat_-e
assimilated in various ways into the world’s modern states and ecc?nomma.Thc trad:-
tions of these indigenous groups relating to the sacred, though uniquely grounded i,
each people’s separate historical existence, remain an important part of the story of the
world’s religions today.

Studies of indigenous peoples reveal extraordinary human diversity, imagination
and religious wisdom. Their myths recount what is sacred to the group: the origins
of life, its relations with animals, its connections to landforms, and the origination
of the norms governing the members of the group. Indigenous religions convey the
breadth of human spiritual experience across earth’s diverse natural settings and reveal
humanity’s seemingly universal inclination for reverence. The religious ¢ periences
cultivated among these groups also show the great extent of humanity’s exp=riment-

—_

tion with altered states of consciousness and extremes of bodily endurance. The rituals
performed to heal, revere, and express group solidarity reveal the ways our species has
conceptualized and faced the dual mysteries of birth and death.

The pr?sence of a human belief in some sort of afterlife emerges from the earliest
archzenlc}glcal records of ceremonial burials. In hundreds of excavations, burial clearly
was acl:.ni l::lu] preserv; the ?ndy and provide it with decoration (colors, jewelry, lowers,
animal skulls, or antlers), foods (m ' . ’

; ) (meat, grain), and tools (spears, sticks). These arrange-
ments suggest that early humans felt that there wag 2 nonmaterial component of the
self, an essence that “lived on” after the physical body had perj ’ '
the disposal of h . y had perished and decaved. Thus

¢ disposal of human corpses is clearly more tha - : :
n merely functional: Death seems t©

ssolution, and th .
? c ﬁ.l . . 1
open a gateway to an afterlife. ncuon of burial seems to be ©

We noted at the start of this chapter
some 1nanimate objects possess a special [j
mism. An early and still widely popular art

;hﬂ common belief that living beings and
€ force was first labeled by scholars as .

1culation of soul belief was made in 1871

by E. B. Tylor (1831—1
hzman - ( 9]?.)  Who argued tha religio o ~ s
perception that there is ap invisible ol N originated in the umver

t,:fl.ngib]e bc.}dies. He argued that AT nca Drlmtangihle spirit inside our n’siblj
similar belief systems across the world .’ recognition of a soul shap¢

More recent studies of survivipe ii:
‘ cus less on belief in v:lgllfl'-'

of how indigenous pfﬂplﬁ
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Awakening the Spirits: A Bullroarer

Bullroarers are pt‘:wlverfu! ritual tools that convey the air passes through, resulting in a booming-whirrin
bond between living and dead members of scat- sound. The sound waves vibrate at a fre :.narn:jg
tered aboriginal groups, from those in prehistory up  that affects the human viscera evoking a ) d
to those still used among native peoples in Australia.  strange feeling, one that cnnve;rs ——’
A bullroarer is a sphere that has a hole at one end, the presence of the to- ff ?""
and when the device is swung around on a string,  temic spirit. M e p i
i A -
Rh oo T PRl

r
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s
I-- - -
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A bullroarer painted with a serpent motif.
Swinging the roarer produces a deep,
piercing sound that elicits a
feeling of numinosity in
ritual participants.

actually perceive and establish relations with a range of others, human and nonhu-
man, through their sensory experience. For them, being religious i1s not about creeds
or texts that need interpreting; instead, people experience an embodied engagement
with the environment around them, one in which certain stones, animals, trees, and
the dead may “speak” to the living. Here emotions, memory, direct experiences, and
altered states of consciousness play a part. Most indigenous people sustain a very close
relationship with the natural world, one in which the ecosystem is deeply sensed as
alive, as fertile, and in the flow of a larger, ordered cosmos.

In hunter-gatherer societies today, human life is more bound up with the recur-
ring rhythms of nature and group interconnections than is the case today in urban
industrial societies. The people live by the rising and the setting of the sun, the phases
of the moon, and the seasons of the year. Time is circular. This circular time follows
the pattern of the celestial and natural world. Human lives, too, revolve like the seasons:

from life to death, as from spring to summer, fall to winter and then spring and the

- . - = = i : r. h
returning of new life, ever and again in a circle. In myth and ritual and in contact wit

their sacred centers of revelation, indigenous peoples feel themselves to be part of the
largest rhythms of life. There is flow and a quest for Eq‘uilibrium with the env?rnnment;
finding the good life has always meant learning to Iw.e w:ll:l_d the p}ant51 :fnm.mls, and
spirits that share the indigenous peoples’ own world, discerning their motivations and

intentions, their love and anger.

This practical and integral relatedness with the natura
surrounding landforms—is realized through the engage-

R esident spirit

| home world—of hunted

animals, essential plants, and ' ‘
ment of all their five senses and is guided by myth, mind, and emotions.
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1d the faculty of hearing,and many cq,
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. h the seasons T
occupy throug - The
: Jlities, and the Jandscapes thf'y ., through ritual ensures the;
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ity's ‘ Ithy chil
huinan community’s attunt S roup harmony. creating healthy children,
tinding food avoiding illness, ning & ned their UnNIverse pﬂpulﬂf—'d by a mul-
] & s ’ 1 :
. les have 1mag e s Fati
All known indigenous peop _ 1 in life. Many group eve these
tude of supernatural beings that interact with thf‘]s of the dead reincarnate as humgp,
ties extend into an afterlife; some assum d.]at 5';’“ ouls) entails making ongoing. rel;.
| 1 2elati i irit beings (OIS gomg
or other lifee forms. Relating with sP . indigenous religions tend to be very carefy]
able connections with then accordingly, Incig
in performing their communal rituals
Among most indigenous peoples

.onahd
hﬂw erson : i

beings that have sou .
aak: indigenous

mand the ability to sp

today, ancestors arc in some way still connecteg

b " .
isi idea that the dead can “return” i
with the living; their dreams or Visions support the idea

_ A irit mediums who sery
Sonmaterial fornt. As we will see, this belief 1s guppﬂff;d - ;P arted soul to s t-:lll:nE
: ¢ spe:
as dramatic communicators with the dead, who enable a dcp E A P .
' Although many in the contemporary Euro-American

the living “from the other side. . derived from “n
world do not take the content of dreams as seriously as facts deriv normal

waking reality.” indigenous peoples today, like most humans before Fhe nmdcm era,
regard dreams and visions as very significant sources for understanding the ultimate
meanings and purposes of life. |

Death is not an ultimate, irrevocable end; in most indigenous societies, 1t does not
imply a final disconnection between the living and the dead. On the contrary. dcath is
an clevation of one's status to that of sacred ancestor. Ancestors, 1n turn, are \cnerated
as spirits who can help the living by guiding them to the hunting grounds and bring-
ing prey animals their way or by invigorating the wild foods or cultivated crops. By
the same token, misfortune in a community may be the fault of the living, who have
incited the ancestors” anger and punishment by breaking a moral law or neglecting a
ritual, In such situations, harmony between the living, the dead, and all of naturc needs
to be restored.

Ancestral spirits are seen as custodians of the traditions. They may harm those who
ﬁm.u custom and blle.qs those who are faithful to it. Some scholars, following Tylor,
believe that 13“‘1“ TEFIQ_;IGHS evolved from early animist views of the world and efforts
to manage the activities of supernatural 5pirit-bein§. Recent archaeological evidence

suggests that the most elaborate burials in late prehistory were conducted to protect
the living from the power of malevolent souls Perha :

the kind and the dangerous) became the world’ first gods
Among the Dani. a simple agricultural grou RS

the soul survives into an afterlife ‘
‘ profoundly shg, 5 i :
death rituals, the Dani try to direct the soy] L_a pPES the ways of the living. In their
e

ghmnf land.Yet many ghosts are thought to retury t::n who has just died to 2 ffiit;ll‘_l[
last rites were not done properly or the use problems, especially if therr
Dani elders take great care ot avenged in timely fashion. Thus
erals, and they maintain small guest
I ghost VISItors.

ir death i
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- casiong

o'

3
W,
_...l
X
&




CHAPTER 2: INDIGENOUS RELIGIONS & 31

Further, rival Dani villages engage continually
in lethal warfare, whose main purpose is for the
men to satisfy a newly departed kinsman’s spirit
by killing someone on the enemy’s side. The Dani
moral code includes the precept of “a life for a
life.” Moreover, since losing a kinsman inevitably
weakens the collective community and each indi-
vidual’s soul, avenging the loss of the deceased by
killing an enemy tribesman is the only means to
restore the vitality of the survivors’ souls. In fact,
Dani kinship and food production is organized
around the central need for supplying the feasts
that must be held to mark deaths and celebrate
revenge killings. Appeasing ancestral ghosts is
always 1n mind.

The Dani, like the Blackfoot tribe of the
Northern Plains of North America, are represen-
tative of the many indigenous groups in which
shamans are absent or marginal. Lacking a class
of priests, every adult learns to perform the most
common rituals. But there are in both societies
wise religious leaders who are looked to for leading major communal festivals based
on their ready knowledge of the intricate rites. Dani religious leaders are thoughtful
in hosting the regular visits of ancestral ghosts: the Blackfoot wise men and women
religious leaders show care in treating spirits as honored guests. feeding them, making
lovely home altars, and assembling the finest medicine bundles for offerings.

R eligious tradition pervades the lives of indigenous peoples. If they live in the pre-
scribed ways, which always requires them to show respect for the beings around them
(human and nonhuman), members of the group will lead successtul lives.

TOTEMISM: AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINAL RELIGION

Across the world, anthropologists have noted that many indigenous groups use a sym-

bol, or totem, to establish their fundamental identity, identify proper marriage part-
and regulate relations with outsiders. A totem 1s an

ners, promote collective solidarity,
mblematic of the community and is treated as

animal, reptile, insect, Or plant that 1s ¢
sacred. The relationship between totems and groups reveals a special circle of kinship

and a primal connection between humans and the rest of nature.
Totemism is still found among some Native Americans and 1s common among

the various aboriginal peoples of Australia. To understand this beliet system, we
can take an example from the latter: Members of the aboriginal kangaroo clan believe
that their origins occurred in the Dreamtime, when the world as we know 1t was

Burial of children: from
20,000 sce: With the
remains are periorated
shells and remnants ot
decorated clothvng.
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is still found among peoples on every i“haqu

: i arliest record o
Shamans Across the World continent and in the e s 0f our g,

. forebears.
The shaman remains the key religious SPec‘ai'ft i
many societies today. The term shaman (alternatively
pronounced “SHAY-man” or “shah-MAN") COMES from
the Evenk, a group of hunters and reindeer herders
in Siberia. The term was adopted for all similar prac-
titioners, however, because early scholars thought
that the Siberian shaman tradition had spread
across Eurasia and into the Americas, a theory that
is'”doubted today. Four religious figures are central
to an understanding of the world’s religions: the
shaman, the prophet, the sage, and the priest. The

first is our concern in this chapter, for the shaman

- [
T:U'-'Qh differing in details of clothing and techniques,
-4 Shamans are found across the world today: lef, 2

£ “1  Yanomami shaman in the Amazon; right, a Korean
: shaman in Seoyl.
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the sacred symbols, the polished wood or stone churinga that symbolize the totem and

. . . aps or tales of the founder and other heroes. The
croup 1s also protective of its own “songlines;

the progenitors trail of creation over the |

to a shared identity and territory,

are mscribed with the most sacred m

¥
the myths that are sung to trace in detail

and, an oral record giving the group claims

Harming or eating a kangaroo is almost always forbidden, or taboo, to members

of the kangaroo clan. The totemic kangaroo spirit that dwells in the home territory 1s

thought to be alive and protective of the group. Elders

_ _ pray to and invoke it for healing
and gl.ildalnun:.wnttuncti of the k

angaroo clan who want to become pregnant visit the
places where the totemic spirits reside, for they believe that conception—yvia spirit/
soul acquisition—cannot occur without exposure to the totem’s life force.

There 15 also a unique and regularly performed ritual that unifies the totemic
group. In addition to singing and acting out their myth of origins, all the “kangaroos”
in the group, on this one annual occasion, gather to renew their primordial identity and
“become one flesh” again. How? By hunting down a kangaroo and ingesting its flesh.
These rites are performed to increase the totemic species and give spiritual strength to
individuals 1n the group. Here, again, in the totemic belief system, humans and nature
form a spiritual totahity: Although the design of the world was fixed once and for all in
the Dreamtime, 1t 1s the task of humans, through their totemic rites, to maintain and
renew this creation.

The French sociologist Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) argued that totemism
points to a key feature n all religious life. It 1s the sacred totem (in our example, the

kangaroo) that gives the group a singular focus and in so doing

,{J"“‘t’l-, really stands for the group itself. For Durkheim, religion

r %, . ) . . :
A, * : - ' 1s at root about making a group’s own identity, sur-
: way vival, and worth sacred by focusing on and identifying
k H;f“.%_ with a common symbol. What human groups feit as

Wi an unseen but deeply felt sacred force was really, he
4
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Aboriginal men from
Arnhemland, Australia,
painting their bodies
to show their
identification
with a totemic
ancestor.
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The art of contemporary
Australian Aborigines
depicts totemic beings
and their role in creation
aunng the “Dreamtime.”
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Shamans: “Technicians of the Sacred”
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Among the many fascinan .
N ufﬁmns t}f::'t 5 nating 5cen‘cs Lshown in prehistoric cave art are over fifty
* uBgest the depiction of no ordinary person. Two are famous: a

bison hc?vering over a man, with a pole surmounted by a bird, and a human seem
morph into 2 composite animal who walks hidden among a large herd of deer ‘I:I::c:n
two ancient paintings may be the first recorded depictions of the shaman, an ind;x'iail;a{i
with special powers, whose roles, even 30,000 years ago, may have includrd healin
the souls and bodies of others, dealing with death, and venturing into the realm ut'thf.f
dead. The Kung healers in recent decades have embellished rock walls with sharanic
paintings, and records of similar practices have been found in ancient caves in Europe

and Asia. Scholars have posited that the prehistoric shamans are shown discerning the
movements of animal herd

errant souls of the living.

s, guiding the hunters to success, and perhaps recalling the

The term shaman 1dentifies a religious specialist who mediates between the human
community and the usually unseen supernatural beings also populating our world.
The role varies across the world: In some indigenous societies they dominate in the
group’s religious life; in others, the medium remains a marginal, often-distrusted figure
resorted to only in dire circumstances, where chiefs, priests, or healers perform the
group’s ritual and healing functions. And some indigenous societies have no tradition
of spirit mediums at all. The most common shaman’s role worldwide is the ability to
heal (both literally and metaphorically) through spirit flight achieved in trance or an
Jtered state of consciousness; in some indigenous groups, shamans utilize psychotropic
drugs found in nature to achieve or aid their otherworldly journey. Shaman healers
usually cooperate with spiritual beings and in some places are distinct ﬁ'nm_ sorcerers,
mediums who manipulate the spirit world and coerce the supernaturals without their
consent, often for their own benefit and against community values.

Where found, shamans are ritual specialists,intermtdiaries who attempt to connect
this world to another realm of being that impinges on humanity. By these acts, they
munity in the face of the chaos of discase, death, and discord.

Many shamans through their spirit flights return to teach their mnfmmmn;.la,lam
- 1 | there
through trance rituals they demonstrate that the daily, ordinary world 1s not a

is. A deeper spiritual order enfolds the known, everyday ‘?KP“??:;;;T;::E:::
indigenous societies, the living and the dead, the commuiy */ his or her body s
form one great community. Binding it all tﬂgethgr. thelshetman uses m;] s
e o o e v woke by 0 ST
tered by troubling ancestral ghosts, only ’

alance.
and communicate the needs iopreimpome :1? zﬂmr& :s societies, though their
' housand 1ndigeno : :
n found in over a { g P "
——— only held conception in the indigenous “fhg‘““:; ‘:_td;‘“ e
m ~ theft. In some
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n individual’s soul, O _
ness can be due to the loss of 2 be induced by an enemys inserting
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o - e that illness can be 1 _ on
indigenous societies, people believ ; : .~tim’s body. The comm
a fﬂfci object such}; a piece of bone or an b w[:t l“; cate :hc object, and
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remove it to cure the afflicted party.

knit together the com

practices vary. A com
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hed by drumming and singing HI_GHE’ but in globy|
The trance state can be re ¢ of psychotropic agents for age,_
perspective shamans have also on. but practices may also inyoly,

. | ~ es. Fas - .
ing consciousness to their purpos oactive herbs or the ingesting of

= om psych

the inhaling of incense, snuffs, or smoke from psy s trance may be marked by loyg
1sh otent plant concoctions. The shaman | _

mushrooms or p p temperature Or pain, convulsions, or tren,.

. : e 3 itivity to ~
breathing, protruding eyes, insensiavity [ is thought to leave the physical body, free

a . . ¥ u
bling. In many traditions, the shamans sO St K
to flv to the heavens, beneath the earth, or ander the sea. On these spir flights, (J‘r soul
it‘un;-:*}'s shamans attempt to locate another person’s lost soul, perhaps because it has

wandered off in this world or passed on to the afterlife. A common belie.f 15 that the
dead person’s soul needs a shamans Lssistance to reach the afterlife dwelling place of
the clan’s ancestors. * o

Shamans through initiation find connection with a protective spirit, or tutelary
spirit. This is a supernatural agent, often an ancestral spirit, whose help 1s required to
perform the difficult soul journeys, negotiate with evil spirits, compel a soul t¢ return,
or increase the shaman’s healing powers. In many tribes, shamans have human helpers
who watch over their unconscious bodies during trance states, for they, too, can remain
stuck as spirits if their souls cannot return to their bodies.

The shamanic world is one in which spirits coexist with humans in a layered
cosmos, with humans occupying the earth between an upper and a lower world. The
sprits are particularly accessible to humans around sacred physical objects or unusual
places. As we saw in Chapter 1, each culture regards these locations as being connected
to the “center of the world” (axis mundi). Most commonly, such sites are actual or
symbolic sacred mountains or sacred trees, revered as places of original revelations,

intensely alive with spiritual power, or numinous presence. Several examples show
how shamanic traditions from around the world today share common traits

ac |
discovered a long lis

% Case Study in Healing Trance: Kung San Healers

populated by ancestors, one that is similar to this wo
ing. Souls that miss the living

family members in an effort t

' social purpose, anthropologists 5U8”
rce within their bodies, the n/um, a powe!
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the shadows who are identified as causing difhiculties. The most effective Kung shamans

are honored, but th{:}r‘ are otherwise typical members of the tribe: most are men.

The most skilled Kung shamans enter into a deep trance state (kia) so that their
souls can leave the body and journey to the “next world.” There they confirm the fate
of the dead, investigate causes of sickness, or convey messages between the dead and
the living. The spirit flight is a practice attributed to shamans in nearly all indigenous
societies, past and present.

The shaman’s role is universally regarded as mortally dangerous. The Kung call enter-
ing trance “being half-dead” and with great care guard a shamans physical body while
the healer’s soul journeys to “the other world.” Like many indigenous peoples, the Kung
are also careful not to startle sleeping individuals, for fear that souls wandering during
sleep will not have time to return to a person who has been awakened suddenly.

Men and women who become shamans in the Kung or other cultures must train
through long apprenticeships. But in most groups it s CONIMon fnqr shamans to H.‘T] that
they were chosen for the role by a tutelary spirit, often in spite of their own resistance.
Novice shamans must prove their ability by surviving an initiation ordeal that may
require fasting and acts of extraordinary physical endurance. Each must demonstrate the
capacity for trance, the grace of a tutelary spirit, and evidence of supernormal powers.

Many shamans feel that they wear out their bodies by repeatedly undergoing near-death

experiences in the course of soul journeys or the ingestion of spirit-infused herbs.

% Case Study: Sioux Vision Quest for a Spirit Ally

Among the Lakota Sioux of North America, young men go to a sacred wilder-
ness region on a vision quest in scarch of a personal protector spirit. After preparatory

A Kung healing
ceremony. The
trancing and healing
performed by Kung
shamans depends
on the community’s
participating in
drumming, singing,
and dancing.

“You dance, dance,
dance, dance. Then
n/um lifts you up in
your beily and lifts

up in your back, and
you start to shiver.

In trance, you see
everything, because
you see what's
troubling everybody.

. . . Then n/um enters
every part of your
body, right to your feet
and even your hair. . . .
Then n/um makes your
thoughts nothing in
your head.”

—Kinachau, a Kung
San healer

sourck: Richard Katz, Baoiling
Energy: Community Healing
Among the Kalohari Kung
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1982).
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Modern Native American
art depicting the flight of
the shaman.
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in modern times, shamans carefully manage the sacrificial rituals, offering gifts from

‘o

humans in exchange for an animal’s life. A common belief in hunter-gatherer socienes
is that animals are actually spirits in disguise who assume animal bodies to interact w ith
humans. This may have been the earliest example of humanity conceptualizing divine
incarnation, the embodiment in earthly form of a supernatural being.

Among the Ainu people on Hokkaido Island in northern Japan. spirics that incar-
nate themselves as animals are called kamui. They mostly dwell in an “other world™ but
can have contact with humans by coming to earth and assuming life in a bears body.
The Ainu conception is that humans and kaniui are of equal status. Although the latter
(when unencumbered by a body) can fly and have magical powers, only humans can
give them what they really need and want: precious wine and inau, the earth’s tragrant
willow sticks. In the Ainu understanding, the spirits don animal bodies to acquire their
fur as “clothes” to trade, for they can get inan and wine in exchange. This transaction
requires that they be ritually hunted and have their bodies killed to complete the
exchange that benefits both parties.

The Ainu shaman performs special rituals to attract a spirit in 1ts bear incarnation.
Knowing that an exchange has been requested and consenting to it if humans have
kept up their part in earlier exchanges, a bear cub leaves trail signs that allow hunters
to track and capture it.Villages then raise the specially chosen animal until it becomes
fully grown. Afterward, the shaman addresses the bear respecttully, makes the proper
offerings, performs a ritual execution. and releases the kamui spirit to return to the
other world, happy with its gifts. The Anu believe that if the sacred conventions of the
exchange are duly observed, the kanui just released and other spirits will contunue to

A bear raised from
infancy s exercised

in pregaration @
COMMAUNITY SJ0

t:':r r'j'u'rlu ';__";;'_'_}-;':r'-: "~

northern lapaer
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disoriented snulsi qf sick or dying villagers. If others have acted to weaken or steal
someone’s soul, it is the shaman who must identify both the misdeed and the per-
petrators. To be initiated as shaman and to achieve such abilities, an individual must
memortze chants, drumming, and struts to attract the support of his special ancestral
spirits. The shaman must also master the use of the hallucinogenic snuff called ebere,
made from psychoactive plants that the shaman’s own teacher repeatedly blew into
the student’s nostrils as part of his training. This powerful substance is thought to be a
spirit ally that is essential for opening the Yanomami shaman’s body to perceive, feel,
and contact his tribe’s spirit allies.

The Yanomami shaman has the power to conduct the spirits into the human world.
The spirits can then be induced to enter the shaman’s body and respond to questions
about matters of concern, small or great. At times and without invitation, the shaman’s
mouth may speak the spirit’s messages about group origins, life’s meaning, or any hid-
den facts relevant to recent events.

The reliance on psychoactive substances to assist the shaman to achieve altered
states of consciousness, as found among the Yanomamu, 1s not universal. Drug-induced
trances are limited mostly to groups in the Americas, where the use of the cactus
peyote, the vine extract ayahuasca, and plants such as jimson and datura have long
been in the shaman’s medicine bag. What is universal for shamans across the world,
even among shamans utilizing psychoactive drugs, is reliance on the impact of fast,
rhythmic drumming, dancing, chanting, and fasting to induce trance experiences.
Thus, the drum or the rattle is a universal symbol of the shaman’s extraordinary reli-

glous practice.
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The Peyote Ceremony: Divine Communion

That is how | saw myself. Because | had wings |
was supposed to fly but | could not quite get my
feet off the ground. . . . | knew when | ate peyote
that they were using something holy. That way is
directed toward God. Nothing else on earth is holy,
... and if someone sees something holy at a peyote
meeting, that is really true. | understood that this
religion is holy.

—Shirley Etsitty, Native American Church

From that time, whenever they held peyote meet-
ings, we all attended and . . . one time something
happened to me. . . . | was sitting with bowed
head, . . . we prayed, . . . then | saw Jesus standing
there. . . . | will pray to him, | thought. | stood up
and raised my arm. | prayed. | asked for a good
¢ lifethanking God who gave me my life. And as
the drum was beating, my body shook to the beat.

| was unaware of it. | was just very contented. |
never knew such pleasure as this. There was a SeN" . ¢, ce. the sacred: Ways of Knowledge, Sources of Life (Tsaile, AZ: Navajo

' 1996).
sation of great joyousness. Now | was an angel.  Community College Press, 1996)
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e disruptions to life and religious tr,4

e j k is th | =
# ; i mm:‘ldmuﬂ g::ﬂl“ m:;b:;uniaﬁsm. For indigcnﬂflﬂ‘ 5“‘:1‘3“95 aCTOsS th,
tl;:m c::::dglzﬂmﬂpaliﬂ:rz?;mding outsiders and the political dominance they
planet,

imP;:d mmb;ilu:mﬁ:ﬂnn:u;cm Native peoples of the New World and othe;
is ca

ote regions were decimated by the diseases of Eurasia, to which they had no nyy,.
:]m mm;g; Often simultaneously, the disease-bearing outsiders plundered the natjy,
people’s rich;:s utilizing horses and superior weapons technology to achieve their aip,

In the early colonial era, millions of people in small-scale subsistence societics were
killed or enslaved. In countless instances, the outsiders appropriated and transformed

the native lands when natural resources were discovered there. Whole peoples were
ruthlessly swept aside, and ways of life that had evolved over centuries were violently
ended. Since religion is closely related to a community’s way of life, the epidemics ang
genocide suffered by the world’s indigenous peoples inevitably included the destryc-
tion and deformation of ancient religious traditions.

Over time, as the worst cruelties of colonial rule eased, the survivors .d their
descendants faced stark choices. Would they risk the chaos of migration by rotreat-
ing into the receding natural frontiers of forests and mountains? Would th.-. acqui-
esce to a nineteenth-century government’s program of forced resettlement on res.

ervations? Or would the best choice be for individuals to go their separ.ic ways,
to assimilate with the dominant society and submit to the national laws of others’
Whatever the choice, the solidarity and cultural integrity of most of these displaced
groups worldwide has weakened over cvery generation. It has inevitably been the
young who have seen the limits of their MINority status, rejected the old diait:q;—tﬁ and

religious customs, and responded

. to the allure of the domi
: ! . + Gm 3 -
by inant culture by embrac
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cases had to hide their drums, medicines, and sacred images. They believed that the
only way to preserve their culture was to take it undcrgmﬁnd.

Other native peoples, however, organized in attempts to restore their place in the
world and give new life to their traditions. In North America, shamans rallied to artempt
to revitalize native peoples in the nineteenth century through a movement called the
Ghost Dance. After the decimation of the buffalo by white hunters, which greatly
contributed to the destruction of the indigenous way of life on the Great Plains, several
elders had the same visionary revelation: Their tutelary spirits announced a way to restore
the lost world by bringing back the ancestors and causing the whites to disappear. Native
American religious leaders then preached that this could be accomplished if all the people
performed a new dance ritual as prescribed by the spirits. Soon this Ghost Dance was
practiced with fervor across the Great Plains by those whose kin had died, with the dane-
ers falling unconscious in hopes of experiencing reunion with their deceased relatives.
One leader in this movement had this vision of the Ghost Dance recorded:

All Indians must dance, everywhere, and keep on dancing. Pretty soon in the
next spring, the Great Spirit come. ... The game be thick everywhere. All dead
Indians come back and live again. . . . White can’t hurt Indian then. Then big
flood come like water and all white people die, get drowned. After that, water go
away and then nobody but Indians everywhere and game of all kinds thick.?

The pain of engagement with outsiders 1s unmistakable in this new relizious
movement, one that sought to bind a vision of ecological renewal with the restora-
tion of traditional religious consciousness. The U.S. Cavalry was ordered to end this
nationwide movement in 1890 by massacring the men, women, and children gathered

for a Ghost Dance at Wounded Knee, South Dakota.
By 2010, no indigenous societies remain that have not been exposed to the world

of outsiders, with their missionaries, armies, nation-states, and corporations. Some have
even been the targets of genocidal persecution. Most of the Kung people have been
relocated onto reservations, forced to give up hunting, and directed to adopt agri-
culture or simple craft production. The Ainu of northern Japan have suffered land
seizures and legal discrimination and are so stigmatized today that few are willing to
profess knowledge of the old traditions and shamanic practices. Native peoples of the
Amazon rain forest have been displaced by land-clearing settlers and threatened by
multinational mining and oil drilling projects. The history of Native Americans since
1500 is a shameful story of genocide and land taking, made worse by legal discrimina-
tion against Native American religious practices. In every decade of the twenty-first

century, hundreds of indigenous languages and religious traditions will decline in use

and disappear forever. It is hard for those centered in the dominant world civilization

to absorb vicariously the shattering impact of the past centurif.fs on the‘earth':a. “first
peoples.” Many groups today are involved with land ownership disputes with their fed-

eral governments, and they call for the return of human remains and the sacred items
of their ancestors that were collected by museum curators in the past.
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The Native American Church

: tions
In the United States today, over 550 Indian na

es. The Native American Churcp,
ajor example of this phenomenon, one thyy
isam

h : into the orbit of Christ;.
are recognized by the U.S. federal government, €ac has had one faction drawn ‘Iﬂtlij‘- ’ risti
T B nity and another that remains independent. But the

a

ing its own distinct traditional refigion. In the last cen- o are united in their ceremonial use ﬁf the cacty;
tury, there have been successful efforts to draw Native = te as a communal sacrament. This “melting
Americans into new religious groups in what scholars e ovement remains controversial among some
have identified as the “pan-Americanization” of in- P‘Ji_v? Americans, who citi cize how the Native
:;;ﬁcan Church draws tribal members away from
their own group’s traditions. An additional problem
this group encounters is the drug enforcement laws
of the U.S. government. Similar indigenous peoples’
new religions have started in South America. Two
examples are Santo Daime and Uniao do Vegetal;
both are syncretistic, influenced by Christian moral-
ity and folk religion, and centered on a traditional
psychotropic herb, in this case, ayahuasca. Bcth also
have now spread across the globe, attracting nonin-
digenous devotees from Japan to Europe.

digenous peop!
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between spirits and humans, shamans have

the group when the outside world intrud

; | ed. In the face of repression, many shamans
saw confrontation as the only hope

tor their group, led rebellions, and died in vain

defense. Siberian and Mongolian shamans under Soviet rule, for example, retreated to
the deep wilderness and continued to practice the

Religious leaders found other creative

re.
higious responses. Some advocated syncretism,
in which mdigenous religious beliefs and Practices were woven together with those
of outsiders. In present-day Mexico, for example, shamans h

| ave mtegrated Catholic
saints and sacramental theology into healing rites that

utiize peyote. Another example
of combining clements from different traditions to create 1 new religion is Bwiti, a

West Central African religion. Organized in the early twentieth century among the
forest-dwelling Babongo and Mitsogo people of Gabon and the Fang people of Gabon
and Cameroon, Bwiti incorporates animism, ancestor worship, and Christianity into
its belief system. As with the Native American Church, a mild hallucinogen plays a
role, n this case the root bark of the Tabernanthe iboga plant, which is now specially
cultivated for its religious purpose. Individuals joining the Bwiti community are taught
that iboga induces a rich spiritual experience, one that allows the disciple to be healed
and solve problems.

Many indigenous peoples, especially those decimated by disease, forced immigra-
tion, or land loss, have been attracted to missionaries of the major world religions seck-
ing to convert them. Governments often cooperated with this goal. In many colonized
lands, rituals of the indigenous religions were banned outright. It was also common
that marriage was only recognized under national laws if conducted by a Christan

priest. Possessing neither wealth, institutional power, nor prestige among the colonial

been the natural choices to act on behalf of 9 *untarsss
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“The Catholic church
s a beautiful theory
for Sunday, the iboga
on the contrary is the
practice of everyday
living. In church, they
speak of God, with
iboga, you live God.”

—Nengue Me
Ndjoung Isidore,
Bwiti religious leader
in Africa

SOURCE: 5. Swidersk:,

La religion Bouit, vol, 1
(1990-1991).

Religious leaders in
the Bwiti movement

creatively combine
regional and Christian
traditions.
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The Kayapo of Brazil: Selective Modernity

and the Survival of Tradition

The Kayapo until recent de-
cades killed all intruders oD
their lands, whether lumber-
jacks, gold miners, Of rubber-
tree tappers, and Were
regarded as the most danger-
ous natives of the Amazon
rain forest. Outsiders made
every effort to exterminate
the Kayapo, going so far as
to fly over them to drop blan-
kets infected with smallpox
onto their villages. But in the
middle of the twentieth cen-
tury, Kayapo chiefs changed
their relationship with outsiders, and in 1982 they re-
gained ownership and control of most of their indig-
enous lands, the largest tract held by native peoples
in South America. On a limited scale, their leaders
have sold rights to cut timber and to allow outsid-
ers to mine for gold, using the substantial rents and
taxes collected to sustain and protect their culture.

The Kayapo consider themselves an integral part
of the universe, bound to the cycles of the natural
year and nature’s ongoing rebirth. Returning from
their hunts, men sing to the spirits of the game they
killed in order for the animal or reptile spirits to remain
in the forest. Each species is connected to a distinctive
song that begins with the cry of the dead animal. A
“center of the world” is located in each village’s cen-
tral plaza, where rituals and public life take place. To
go back to the time of mythical origins and stimulate
the energy required for life’s prosperity and continu-
ance, the Kayapo dance the myths recounting theijr
origins and subsequet*lt Jnc:d?nﬁ, recalling their past
to reaffirm their identity and innate vitality.

Kayapo chiefs act as
religious and political
teaders, trying to
retain control of the
land that is essential
to the continuation
of tradition.

amans specialize in ritual healing. Thej
visions and capacity to contact triby|
m to perform rites that recall angd
ty of the mekaron, the soul double
in each person’s image, at death they Er’tsu:p{ that
this soul makes 2 successful journey to their “village
of the dead,” located on tribal land, n+ear a moun-
tain range, where it lives an afterlife similar to that in

the village of the living.
Now that some of their young men have gained

an education and attracted the support of inter-
national organizations upholding the rights of na-
tive peoples, the Kayapo have secured a firm legal
existence in modern Brazil. Their chiefs have acted
decisively and creatively to selectively modernize
yet preserve their religious traditions. From their
taxes on tenant miners, they brought the group
into the national cash economy, even going so far
as buying airplanes and hiring Brazilian piists to
police their territory. They invested in radics and
video equipment for recording group rituz!s and
communicating with other Kayapo across their
large territory, all to cultivate their identity. ritual
celebrations, and cultural survival. Traditical lip

P’Ugﬁ_and body Painting remain common n vil-
lage life, and grou

Jungle survival skj
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rulers, indigenous peoples in the early contact periods who persisted i their practices
were subjected to discrimination, and some states, such as the Soviet Umon, impris-
oned shamans in psychiatric hospitals. Many studies have tound that even after an
indigenous people’s successtul accommodation to a dominant colonial culture, what
often survives as its “shamanic tradition™ is only fragmentary, reduced to practical appli-
cations such as healing services.

In a world turned upside down, one i which the ancestral spiries clearly tailed to
protect the group or safeguard its territory, radical change was inevitable. Over genera-
tions, many shamanic traditions themselves have been diminished or retormulated to
match the new life circumstances. Under colonial condinons and until todav, cultures
that were thriving only a few centuries ago exist only in dimming memory. What has
proven the most :;mjuring of these illLﬁg{UllUlH tradhitions, ¢ven in I‘L‘}:it‘-lh that came to
be dominated by one or more world religion, is shamanisim,

SHAMANISM IN MODERN ASIA: DIVISION
OF LABOR WITHIN THE WORLD RELIGIONS

Shamanism continues to exist as an mtegral part ot the pluralistic rehigious cultures
of Asia. In most settlements across the region, there s a shaman who can enter into
the trance state, if called on to heal or to solve practical problems. Such shamanie
Practice today has been harmonized with the doctrines ot the dominant rehgons

Protest against modern
states is a reqular fact of
life among indigenous
peoples in the world
loday. Struggles to
retain control of the
land, secure thelir legal
rights, and ensure the
education of the young
are central to the survival
of indigenous religlous
traditions today.
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This pattern of coexistence akso inchudes East Asia, where shamans augment pop,y,
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going back to the beginnings of recorded history. H‘cne we ﬁfl -t BIVen dhe
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not surprising that East Asians still recognize the utility of spint mediums Who attempy
communicate with the dead. Divination has provided answers to such problems a whey,
grandmother’ soul might be residing, whether the ghost of a dead child is causing famay
troubles, or what might be done to gain the favor of a god who could help end 2 drougly
Unhappy spirits (kuet) are also thought to cause distress to the hving, so here, 100, shamyp,
have had an important role in healing the sick.

Typically. a client approaches a spirit medium today because of the suspicion that
lness is due to ghost possession. The medium goes into trance in the sick one’s presence
and speaks or acts (sometimes writing on a slate or sand-covered board) after having made
contact with one or more spirits. The medium’s communications are usually inre&wmd
by an assistant, who acts as the ntermediary for the family and cnnunun:inr members
present. For example, contemporary mediums in Taiwan, called dangki become possessed
and I‘ilpld]]r' WTite (h\'tﬂclv Ifﬁplffd chanctm in red ink on '}‘EHDW ;:Ipers 5(:]1%
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Women Healers
and Shamans Today

In most hunter-gatherer societies, where there was
minimal social hierarchy and only the gendered divi-
sion of subsistence labor existed, both women and
men worked as healers. As indigenous societies be-
came more complex and settled, and adopted forms
of pastoralism and simple agriculture, women were
subject to greater restrictions, but in some societies
they still serve as healers and noted spirit mediums,
In mast urban communities of China and Japan,
shamans are typically regarded as marginal figures
of low status, but in South Korea their practices are
uniquely honored and sought by people of all faiths.
Korean shamans called mudang tend to be pre-
dominantly women, drawn into the role from one

that led them to initiation; or inheritance of the role
through kinship lines. An estimated 100,000 Korean
shamans practice their healing arts today, dealing
with life's pragmatic problems. Their séances, called
kut, are usually held to contact a deity to request
economic blessings, healing, restoration of good
marital relations, or help in becoming pregnant, The
mudang enters a trance and then begins to speak
with voices attributed to deities. Typically the first
statements are complaints of deficiencies in the of-
ferings laid out or about impurity, which Korean
supernaturals particularly dislike. When sponsors
apologize and promise to do better next time, the
divinities usually entertain the sponsor’s request(s).
A second type of ritual has the most proficient mu
dangs go to the next world with the soul of someocne
who has recently died or to check the status of a

of two backgrounds: troubling personal experiences  newly departed soul.
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munity and its well-being. This is an orientation that contrasts sharply with that ot the
neo-shamans, whose primary interest is in personal development and a self-healing
disconnected from any wider community.

Some native peoples regard this development as an attempt by the conquerors to
take the last of their possessions, their culture. Well aware of how much their peoples
have lost and ever zealous to guard their traditional secrets, many shamans today dis-
erust the outsiders and doubt their sincerity. Responding to these postmodern pos-
sibilities, the indigenous shaman is again mediating between worlds in creative ways.

As David Chidester has noted:

Acting on behalf of a community, even when that cnmnjuniry was di_s.placed
and dispossessed, shamans developed new religious strategies, not only t.D,r pre-
serving archaic techniques of ecstasy, but also for exercising new capacities h:fr
memory, concealment, performance, translation, and transformation in negoti-

" - Ll " h
ating indigenous religious survival under difficult . . . conditions.

traditions into urban-based civi-

Assimilating indigenous animistic and shamanistic .
d human history, as we saw 11

lizations goes back to the very beginnings of recorde - |
Chapter 1. We will see in subsequent chapters how world religions from antiquity
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i , hor of human life exis 8l _

T ﬁplrm:;:l gri;;::izzﬁﬂfjgw ‘< found in all major world religions. Finally, sacreq
above and a n

the axis mundi) in the e
laces that are believed to be at the center of the world ( e ) - arly
places Lt : , be revered in the great world religions: Divine rey.
indigenous traditions continue to be 4 e T
. Abraham, Moses, Muhammad, and the Daosst sages)
clations oceur on mountains (as to ' | ,
| life’s sacred cosmic mysteries (Buddha was enlightened
and Eoves comneck IS E2 - oode As for the connection with sh
¥ 4 or §a-
under a tree; Jesus was crucified on a wooden cross). AAS o . d
mans, when examining the lives of the founders of the world re - s ey
well ax sages, we can notice the performance of miracles such as healing the sick and
ascending to the heavens on magical flights, 1n both cases demonstrating the mastery
of what began as the chiet shamanic arts.

In the last chapter of this book, we will trace further this now-global arc of inter-
action between indigenous religions, their leaders, shamanism, and “white shamans.”
We will also see how the shamanic experience of trance, communication with other
worlds, and spirit Aight have again found their way into the syncretistic practices of
many of the "new religions” that have arisen across the world.
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geider boundaries. Indigenous relig
. agions amo
early settted cultivators aided group survival ng early and later hunter-gatherers and
o the extent a group ado o '
, pted religious beliefs ~ .
that group obtained advantages vis-a-vis other and practices tha: abetted its survival,
s ameans of “heing careful® €t groups. As a force binding communities,
§ caretul™ about the unseen, and as a decisive factor ; i
gronps adapt to their environment, the world’s indigenous mh: o e
e . : religions point out th
bsues we face n ““dﬂmfldmg the continuing role of religion in h!::r human Iff:m ™
Finally, we can also discern the emergence of the first religi AT

wan, who cultvates th h ' e Spousapecabn Ry

: 11 ' e unwer?ai human capacity for entering altered states of con-
IOUNESS, Hugh serving and leading the people, the shaman has given peoples confidence
gmi direction in dealing with the world’s unseen forces. Shamanism is still widespread
i the world today. Even where one or more of the great world religions has been
adopted by a population, shamanic traditions continue to find patrons. In some cases
shamans express concepts associated with one of the now-dominant world religions
(0.8, the soul, hell, the force of karma). In other instances, a shamanic cosmos exists
side by side with that of a world religion. Today, shamanism is practiced “underground”
it there is reason to fear persecution. In most places, however, it 1s integrated with the

dominant world religions.

# Discussion Questions
Wm_mm_m—-ﬂ——ﬁ-——_“w

1. What are the problems in knowing and understanding the religions that existed
hefore the development of written language?
2. How might the history of religions be written by a member of an indigenous

peoaple?

3, In many hunter-gatherer groups,
people” How might sudden awareness of the exi
undermine the cosmos posited 1n such indigenous religious tradiaons?

4, Do you think it is valid to generalize from modern hunter-gatherers bac
past to reconstruct the origins of religion? Why or why not?

8. How might a modern shaman explain the endurance of her tradition a_nd the

 attraction of shamanic practices by those living in modern industrial societies?

6. Some scholars have noted that the practices of modern sports {:Ens in the West
often resemble the totemic practices of indigenous peoples. Describe these com-
monalities in the case of your college or fora professional team such as the C?nﬂago
Rears. How do mascots and symbaolic practices function to achieve group unity and
individual idenuty? 1 P,

. | . etic 1 ni

1, 8%¢ died tribal peoples now counsel sympa ‘ magi

el o’ body” and involving the entire spectrum

indigenous religions as “lived through the 1 .
of IE:IWI pmhfpnnn Explain why this approach has value, given the practices of

Kung shamanism.

the people often refer to themselves as “the true
stence of other people in itself
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