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216 SHAMANISM: North American §

North American Shamanism

In the general literature on native North Americans,
every sort of priest, healer, ritual specialist, and sor-
_cerer is somewhere called a shaman. Here the term is
synonymous wilh some unarticulated notion of “primi-
tive religious specialist.” A clearer undersianding of
shamanism can be discerned from those scores of de-
scriptions of Native American religions and cultures
where romantic and primitivisi biases are less influen-
tial, although the st of what distingulshes sha-
manism from other ph is ity pli
cated because of the diversity of shamanism in North
America.

In broad terms, North American shamans are individ-
uals with extraordinary access to spiritual power. Sha-
mans must not be simply equaled with priests, al-
though they may serve priesily functions. Shamans
must not be eq d with the recipient of a guardj
spirit through vision quest or dream, although they fre-
quently find access to spiritual power in vision and
dream experiences, Shamans must not simply be iden-
tified with healers, for not all healers are shamans, and
further, there are numerous shamanic functions other
than healing.

Shamanic Traits. Given the ambiguity of these broad
criteria of North American shamanism, a fuller presen-
tation may take the form of an nutline of shamanic
traits. This outline Is a set of leatures no one of which
is, by itsell, distinctive or adequate and no set or single
combination of which constitutes an exclusive definl-
tion of shamanism. This approach has advantages over
the attempt to define North American shamanism in
terms of a single y distinguishing (i The
outling establishes a framework in which to investi

T rs
hamanism

some living thing may be identified as a shaman’s spirit

wer.

Individuals initially gain access to spititual powers in
a variety of ways, including inheritance, personal quess,
purchase, election by society or by the spiritual power,
and extraordinary experience accompanying the sulfer
ing of a malevolence, In North America quests for
power only rarely involve the use of hallucinogenic
drugs; these quesis more commonly involve fasting and
isolation. The quest for shamanic power and the quest
for a guardian spirit are usually distinguishable, al-
though the techniques may not be. In some cultures
there is continuity between guardian spirit practices
and shamuanism. Initiatory experdences, ns well as the
periods of training that usually follow initiations, may
be brief or may exiend over a considerable period of
time. Initiatory experiences may include images of skel-
ctontzation, death, and rebirth or images of magical
flight with extended revelatory scenarios, bul more
often they contain none of these elements.

The acquisition of power is commonly accompanied
by the vevelation of a power object or other means by
which to objectify, display, and make contact with spir-
itual power. There are endless varteties of power objects
heid by North American shamans. They are often re-
ferred to by native terrns commonty transleted as "med-
icine.” Power and access 10 power may also take the
form of formulas, charms, and songs. Objects of power
and special songs are also commonly held by those who
are allied with a guardian spirit, The presence of power
is demonstrated by jts use in any of the many shamanic
functions and, cceasionally, in highty dramatized power
performances using legerdemain.

Throughout North America, healing is the most cen-

and study a variety of ofien complex religious phenom-
ena thal may be interrelated around Lhe idea identified
by the lerm shamanism.

North American shamans invariably have extraordi-
nary spiritual power, that is, the capacity to Influence
the world through spiritual forces. Thus a central ele-
ment of North American shamanism is spiritual
power——ils nature, acquisition, accession, use, and Jass.
Native American spirituai concepts are very dilficult for
the outside observer to comprebend, and herein lies
what is bath a major obstacle and a chailenge to the
siudy of North American shamanism,

Spiritual powers are usually identified in some way

that allows them 10 be humanly conceivable, The spicit -

forms vary widely; some are identified with animat {or
other natural} forms, cthers with mythological figures
and deities, Even the ghost ol an ancestar or the soul of

tral function and use of spiritual power. The most com-
mon and widespread theories of disease are those of
object intrusion and soul lpss. According 10 the first the-
ory, illness resulis when a health-obstructing object en-
ters the body. Object intrusion is most commonly be-
lieved to be a consequence of malevolent intent and is
ascribed 10 sorcery and witcheraft, but sometimes it is
simply an objectification, even personification, of an il-
ness. The corresponding treatment usually involves &
technique of sucking, in which the curer, entranced or
not, sucks the cbject from the body using an instrument
such as a tube, horn, or his or her mouth directly on the
person’s body at the place where the object is diagnosed
to exist. The object, once removed, may or may not be
presented in material form to demonstrate to those
present the success of the treatment. Soul loss, the other
commeon theory of diseace, is based upon a variety of
often complex theories of soul or life forms that may
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depart the body or be drawn or stolen from the body.
Entranced magical fights, drematized spirlt journeys,
und prayer recitations are technlques used to retrieve
and return the soul or life form, thus restoring health
and life,

ical fights and transformations into spirit beings are
characteristic of Inuit shamans; they are also conduits
through which the spirits speak. Spirilual power is
demonstrated through combats besween shamans and
the use of legerdemain in dramatic performances.

Several other functions are common among Nerth Tribes along the Norihwest Coast have complex sha-
Amerd h weather 1; hunting-related  manic practi The experience of wance is common
luactions, such as game divination, game charming, to both initiatery experiences and shamanic perfor-
and intercession with or mi aof animals; although techni of y are not used ev-

war-related functions; and genera) clairvoyant and di-
vinatory practices, such as dingnosing disease, foretell-
{ng the future, and finding lost objects. These functions
are usually, but not slways, secondary to healing. While
most shamanic actions are clearly understood as having
a benevolent Intent in societal terms, the shaman Is
commonly seen within his or her society as potentialiy,
if not aciually, malevolent. Shamanic powers may thus
be used for sarcery, witcheraft, or revenge, cither on the
shaman’s initiative or at the behest of another,
Shamanic performances occasionally inchude the use

erywhere in 1he region or by all shamans in any one
community. While curing is their most imporiant prac-
tice, shamans akso perform other functions, such as lo-
cating food supplies and, in former times when wars
were fought, weakening the enemy. The great ceremoni-
al periods in the winter include shamanic festivals dur-
ing which groups of shamans demonstrate their spiri-
wal powers, Groups of Coast Salish shamans perform
dramatizations of cance jourmeys into dangerous spirit
worlds where they siruggle 1o win back the lost soul of
a sufferer. Throughowt the area sucking techniques are

of esoteric languages through which sh
nicate with spirits. In some cultures shamans emplay
speakers or assistanas who interpret sh ic speech

10 those present.

The sh ‘s ch risth jon to the mysti-
cal is often a distinguishing feature of Lils or her person-
ality. The rale of the shaman in soclety varies widely,
from reclusive eccentric on the fringes of society to
leader and teacher at the very center of the authority
and political structure of the society. Very commonly &
community expresses a sense of ambivalence toward its
sharnans. While they are sought after and held as highly
jmportant individuals, they are feared and avoided be-
cause of the powers they control, Few North American
cultures totally exclude females from shamanic roles,
and in some cultures, particularly thase found in north-
ern Califomia, females even predominate; nonetheless,
throughout the region shamans tend ta be more fre-
quently male.

Culture Areas. Shamanism snd related beliefs and
practices oceur widely throughout North America. The
following brict review of culture arcas presents some of
_the major religious phenomena in North America that
may be considered shamanism or closely related to it.

The Tnuit (Eskimo) tribes, bath along the coast and in
the interior, have figures that most closely resemble Si-
berian shamans, with whom there is a likely historical

ion. Inuit sh working individually or in
groups, use techniques of ecstasy as well as dramatic
performances and clalrvoyance to serve individuals in
need of curing, and they serve the community by con-
wolling weather and procuring game for the hunt. Mag-

used to remove malevol bj Considerable varia-
tion occurs within this aves. '
The sh ic practices of the Northwest Coast ex-

hibit some continuity with those of ihe adjacent Basin,
Plateau, and northern California areas. Sucking tech-
niques are common, and there is some use of ecstatic
technigues. The costume of the shaman is believed to be
very powerful, and is a vehicle through which the sha-
manic tradition is passed from one persen to another,

In the Plateau arca male and lemale shamans using
song and formula in ritual performances serve o variely
of needs. Nlness is commonly atiributed 10 witcheraft
and ghosts, and shamans act 10 combat these malevo-
lent forces. The prophetic and millenarian movements
that arose in the nineteenth century, which culminated
in the Ghost Dance movement of 1890, developed lrom
a shamanic religious heritage. [See Ghost Dance.] Ele-
ments of sha ism also knil ed the Indian Shaker
religion that arose In this arca. [See North American Re-
ligions, ariicle on Modern Movemenis.]

On the Plains and the Prairies, there are many kinds
of medicine and holy p . Fasting and praying in
quest of spiritual power is widespread, and while most
tribes In this region distinguish between the individual
recipicnt of a guardisn spirit and the shamanic figures,
there Is 4 continuity between them, Evidence of spiri-
tual power can manifest itself in various forms, such as
a public ritual, & tipi or lodge decoration, spechal gar-
ments, and licine bundles. Medicine bundles are es-
pecially important as the residence of spirilual powers;
1he bundles are kept by a community and passed from
generation to generalion,
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The shamans of these tribes perform many functions,
acting either individually or in groups and societies. Be-
sides curing, they were at one time important for suc-
.cess in war, and dJuring the hunt they charmed and
called game. Their powers of clairvoyance and proph-
ecy are still widely exercised in various forms of spirit
lodges or the Shaking Tent cevetnonies. In these cere-
monies, the shaman enlers a lodge and reads the mes-
sages communicaled by the spirils through the shaking
of the lodge or the appearance of littie flashing lights.

The Midewiwin, or Great Medicine Soctety, is an tm-
portant part of the religious, social, political, and eco-
nomic systems of central Atgonquin and other tribes in
the Great Lakes region. The initiation practices of the
Midewiwin call for the ritual shooting sod killing of the
initiate, who is then revived as a newly borm member of
the society. The Midewlwin includes graded levels of
shamanic ligures. The curing perfor are pl
anid involve many in the community.

A variety of shamanic activities are important to the
Iritres in the Northeast and Southeast Woodlands areas.
The earliest recards of some of these activities were set
down by Jesuil missi ies in the sevent h century.
For some tribes in the eastern portion of this area, sha-
mans served the needs of family groups. Costumes and
paraphernalia were elaborate In the sh i¢ practi

bal contact, as well as conlact with non-natives, inno-
vative forms of shamanism have resulted that are di-
recied toward the complexities and dangers associated
with an acculturative environment.

The develop and widespread practice of the pey-
ote religing, legally organized in the twentleth century
ss the Native American Church, are rooted in an older

1

ic traditi This religi com-
monly serves some of the same needs as does shaman-
fsm; its techniques and practices are often jlar to

those of shamanism. [See North American Indians, arii-
cle on Indians of the Plains.]

‘This briel survey is perhaps adequate only in suggesi-

ing the extent, complexity, and importance of shaman-
ism among tribal peoples throughout North Ametica. In
many respecis the siudy of shamanism in Norih Amer-
ica is undeveloped. The publication of Mircea Eliade’s
Shamanisn: Archaic Technigues of Ei (1955; Eng.
ed., New York, 1964) widely expanded the interest in
the study of shamanism as a worldwide religious phe-
nomenon but has had relatively litile impact on the
study of Norik American shamanism. Conversely, the
consideration of the North American religious praclices
we have called “shamanism™ has had little impact on
the broader study of shamanism, North American sha-

of many of thesé tribes. Sh tended to speciali
according te function: curing, weather control, and
hunting. “Sacieties of alliction,” that is, societies com-
posed of alt those treated, exist among the Seneca,

The North American Southwest is culturaliy and his-
torically complex. Among Pueblo culiures there are
both shamans and priests, although their roles some-
times overlap. Shamans may either participate in or re-
main aloof from the dramatic ceremonial performances
distinclive among the Pucblo tribes. The inlegration,
yet distinction, of shamanic activities and [unctions in
intensely communal contexts is important to the under-
standing of these cultures and their religions.

Navajo religion cenlers on conceptions of health. Ex.
traordinarily complex curing ceremonials that last as
long as cight days and nine nights are performed by in-
dividuals who learn through apprenticeship the many
songs, prayers, and ritual procedures as well as the ac.
companying siory traditions. Many ceremonies are di-
rected woward iated cb of di etiology.

Among the Pima of the Southwest, shamans treat
many kinds of illnesses atiributed to spirit forces iden-
tilicd with animals and other naiural forms. The treat-
ment is private and includes sucking, blowing, and
singing.

In recent decades in Okiahoma and other areas where
Nutive Americans have experienced signilicant intertri-

therefore raises many important issues that
constitute an enriching challenge to the study of the
phenomenon worldwide,
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