Shamanism In Greenland: an exploration of traditional shamanism, the impact of colonial Christianity and new shamanism.



Introduction
This essay will discuss shamanisms found in Greenland amongst the indigenous inhabitants, the Inuit. It will explore the history of Greenland, its colonisation, and its process of reclaiming its identity in the 21st-century, as well as looking at how shamanism was affected by this colonisation and how it has been reclaimed and reimagined for today. The modern day reclaiming of shamanism has many factors and elements that are inspired from the traditional practice and beliefs. But also, is essentially different due to the history and the modern way of life. The essay will explore the pros and cons of this modern change and how the Western influence and interest has been felt. Shamanism is in itself not a specific religion or belief, it is a common practice across the world, especially in the northern hemisphere. It might also be classified as an element of paganism, which is having a resurgence in the modern day.


Background
Greenland (Kalaallit Nunaat) is the world’s largest island, located in the northern hemisphere, in the Artic region. It is a self-governing region, though still under the control of the kingdom of Denmark. It is sparsely populated; even today there are only 56,000 inhabitants (Juergensmeyer 2012). The majority of the inhabitants are ethnically Inuit, only 12% are Danish (Juergensmeyer 2012). Most of the inhabitants consider themselves Lutheran (Juergensmeyer 2012). This stems back to the Danish colonisation in the 18th century.
[bookmark: _Hlk105423991][bookmark: _Hlk105516354]The earliest inhabitants of Greenland came to the north of the island in 2500 BCE – 2000 BCE (Dahl 2000, Juergensmeyer 2012). These were a Palo Eskimo people (Arctic small tool tradition), though some sources state that the ancestors of modern-day Inuit that scientists called Thule and Inussuk culture arrived from Canada in the 13th century (1200) in the north of Greenland (Dahl 2000, Kjærgaard 2015).
The first Europeans to arrive and settle on the island were Norsemen from Scandinavia. They settled as pastoralists in the end of the 10th century. The settlement continued until the 15th century because of the lack of support and communication from the home governments caused by the devastation of the black plague from mainland Europe (Dahl 2000, Kjærgaard 2015). Interactions with these earliest settlers and the Inuit population often occurred. The exchanges were mostly due to trade.
Though there is conjecture about when and who Greenland was settled by, it shows the fluidity of various individual cultures that were passed down and changed, and displays the complex circumstances and history of prehistoric Greenland that led to the Inuit communities that survive to this day. 


[bookmark: _Hlk105333303]Shamanism 
Shamanism or Shamans are concepts that can be applied to many different practices in the world. Originally the term shamanism derived from Siberia and Central Asia (Jakobsen 1999).
Though the origins applied to specific area and culture, it is now widely used around the world to describe a practice that can be applied to many different types of belief systems. According to Gillberg, the idea of a spiritual realm, and spirits in general, has been a concept universal to many different cultures around the world, and the individual who has the closest relationship to communicate with this other realm’s inhabitants is called a spirit invoker, or Shaman (Jakobsen 1999).
[bookmark: _Hlk105517396]The Shaman, in basic terms, is a spiritual mediator for the human and spiritual, usually having spiritual companions, mastery over specific spirits that help them through a journey into the spirit realm to communicate with larger forces. These communications can be to solve a community wide problem or ask for support through the spirit. These problems could include lack of resources when going out hunting, or illness amongst the community (Jakobsen 1999).
The term and the idea of shamanism has evolved for a more universal use amongst anthropologists and academics studying indigenous religious beliefs and practices. Therefore, it is hard to pinpoint an exact definition, but there certainly have been attempts. Shirokogoroff focuses on the mastery of spirits, and Eliade emphasises the journey taking place in the spiritual realm, though there are obviously variations that occur from definition to definition. The role of a Shaman can be different depending on the culture, meaning that a true definition can never be established, and different aspects of the belief and practices will be highlighted depending on the ethnographic example (Jakobsen 1999). 


Greenlandic Shamanism
Greenlandic belief is intertwined and connected to their way of life, as most other beliefs are. With Greenland being in the Artic tundra, above the tree line and with permafrost soil, resources were scarce, meaning people living in such an environment had to have a deep understanding of their surroundings. Communities usually subsisted around the coast, gathering many of the resources from the sea; fishing, whaling and hunting for seals. Traditionally people travelled around using kayaks and sled dogs, which were part of any good hunters’ outfit. Camps would change locations depending on the surrounding environment as well as the seasons. It was common to have summer and winter camps, to travel far to gather resources. A lot of these aspects change with modernity.
Living in such a harsh climate, the emphasis on the environment, as well as their reliance on the animals either as the only kind of sustenance and resources, is evidenced in their belief and practices.  Shamanism, as mentioned previously, is a way of communicating with the spirits of both nature and animal, a perception of the seen reality and the invisible spiritual, that is essential to humans’ existence. Greenlandic belief is of the intertwining of the visible and invisible being essentially interconnected, which applies to nature, feelings and objects; this concept is called ‘inue’ (Jakobsen 1999).
The human relationship with animals is essential to an Inuit way of life. They provide food and clothing, but are also seen in equal terms to human beings. The animal spirits through the Shaman in the community can be placated or asked for permission to kill, so that the hunting is good. The idea of transformation and fluidity between animal and man is a concept also readily seen in mythology amongst the Inuit of not only Greenland but other parts of North America (Jakobsen 1999).
Another part of Inuit life is the harsh climate and environment they live in. The weather can quite easily turn, causing not only difficulties but in the worst-case death, and disrupt ecosystems that the people rely on. There are two concepts to this idea: one is the physical weather outside the house and the other an intelligent wisdom that has dangerous elements and forces. These dangerous elements are to be avoided out of fear, using rituals and ceremonies. The relationships between these dangerous elements can be placated or mitigated. The world around the Inuit can contain many different spirits that could take offence by simple actions or words. The way to protect individuals was to create taboos (in which to engage with outside), performs songs and rituals, or potentially have items such as medallions. However, the main mitigates of these dangerous forces was a community Angakkut (Shaman) (Jakobsen 1999).
The items and practices that Shamans would use during the rituals were slightly different depending on the community, but the essential essence of a ritual needed the Shaman to almost be semi-naked, potentially just wearing a loincloth. Most of the time it was performed in darkness to allow the senses to hear and feel, and the most essential item was the Shaman drum (Jakobsen 1999).
Rasmussen described the role and life of Shamans; they were similar to almost every human being in the community. They were hunters in support of the community in everyday tasks; only when something catastrophic happened would the Shaman change their everyday life activities to a shamanistic ritual, travelling to the spiritual realm to wrestle and deal with spirits, so that they might save the community, serving them at a spiritual level. Though Rasmussen stated that a very benevolent Shaman was a key concept of this Greenlandic community, not all scholars and individuals viewed that to be a fact. Due to the natures and the spirits that the Shaman communicated with, these large incomprehensible forces that usually had dangerous elements to them, many individuals respected and even feared these unpredictable powers (Jakobsen 1999).


[bookmark: _Hlk105423149]Colonial Christian rule
Shamanistic belief and practices played an essential role in the lives of the Inuits in Greenland, all of which changed because of the second wave of Europeans settlers. The first recorded interaction with the native Inuit and the Danish-Norwegian government occurred in 1712, headed by Hans Egede. His mission was to find the old Norse colonies that the countries had lost contact with (Kjærgaard 2015, Jakobsen 1999). That idea eventually adapted and changed when it became apparent that the lost colonies were truly lost. However, the missionary quest was not over; the bringing of Lutheran Christianity to the land was still a main objective of the settlers.
The first process in introducing Christianity as a daily belief and practice of the individual was education. Education was established privately via the church and was essential in spreading the Christian ideals. The conversion of the people of Greenland was the primary objective for the early settlers, as well as trade (Dahl 2000, Jakobsen 1999). This meant that there was no room for old traditions and practices such as shamanism. Shamanism was believed to be an outdated ‘primitive’ practice of paganism; a sin committed against Christ. Therefore, the interactions and perceptions of the missionaries of the indigenous beliefs and practices were not necessarily very positive at all.  
The first reports by Hans Egede in 1741, describe not only the people’s shamanistic beliefs but also their way of life. Both descriptions were extremely negative, with a sense of superiority that is common to see in many missionary reports, where they might be called ‘primitive people’. This kind of attitude was also reflected in the description and understanding of shamanism. A common factor that many early explorers and missionaries interpreted was the idea of Satanism and connection with Satan in the practice of shamanism. Some other explorers like Hans Egede believed that shamanism was due to a lack of knowledge and education. There were few explorers that actually let the beliefs and practices speak for themselves.
The general climate of early encounters with missionaries was forceful regarding the conversion to Christianity (Jakobsen 1999). Many of the inhabitants obviously rebelled against this new God that they were unfamiliar with, as well as, in most instances, the uncaring invaders. The entire lifestyle of the indigenous Greenlanders was under threat of change, and was eventually, throughout the years, subsumed as a part of Christian conversion and colonialism. 
Some individuals did not oppose Christianity and simply accepted that as part of the widening spiritual world, other reasons why some individuals might convert willingly to Christianity. As mentioned before, some individuals were very afraid of the Shamans in their power, which does not always breed comfort and trust amongst the community. A person might also be tempted at the lack of taboos Christianity initially presents, freeing the individual to certain things that they could not do before.
Though shamanism did last until the 18th-century in small pockets and in reduced ways, one of the methods that the missionaries used to convert individuals and suppress shamanism was through education. The close relation to teaching religion was entirely tied to the school. The first printed book was an ABC book in Greenlandic that had religious texts in it (Kjærgaard 2015). It was a very effective and sustained way of educating the population and converting them to the Christian faith by starting with the children, who now had to use most of their time dedicated to a different religion than the original shamanism. This Christian school dynamics created in the earlier 18th-century continued throughout the 19 and 20th-centuries, with written works, religious hymns, and religious stories, though the indigenous beliefs and myths were always still alive at home (Kjærgaard 2015). The impact and continuation of Christian teaching changed during the second half of the 20th century, after World War II, when Greenland underwent rapid modernisation because Denmark, in 1953, changed the status of Greenland to a county having equal standing to other areas of Denmark (Kjærgaard 2015). This change also meant the immigration of Danish teachers, which encouraged a more critical look at Christian beliefs but also spread the Danish language more rapidly than before. Since many of the teachers before were indigenous Greenlandic individuals, this method also meant that religious studies were still taught in the native language by native Greenlanders (Kjærgaard 2015).
The questioning of Christianity that had occurred in mainland Europe throughout the mid-19th century and developed into huge critique of Christian religion and practice in Denmark, only spread to Greenland after the mid-20th-century with the changing of the education system. Before this big change, the identity of a good Greenlandic citizen was heavily associated with being a good hunter and with being a good Christian. Freedom of religion, even to other Christian forms of practice, was generally regarded amongst the communities as heresy.  The general practice and understanding of old Inuit indigenous myths and beliefs were regarded as folklore, with the same classification as old Nordic beliefs that was taught in Denmark (Kjærgaard 2015).
The next change was in 1979 when Greenland became an autonomous region or a home state, but still a part of the Danish realm. This change affected government freedoms and state policies, though there were some aspects that were still under Danish control. This meant that even though Greenland had a lot more power than before to govern their own systems, there were still limited. The home-rule allowed Greenland to have authority over many aspects such as cultural affairs, social affairs, environmental policies and so forth, and still weighed in with regards to their own international policies. Besides these policies, some of the first actions of the home-rule was to make the Greenlandic language the national language, as well as addressing some economic disparities amongst the Danish and Greenlandic systems (Kjærgaard 2015).
The result of the success of home-rule encouraged other political changes. In 1999 the Greenlandic government established desire for self-rule, taking over many of the responsibilities from the Danish government. This was passed in June 2009 and allowed Greenland to control almost all aspects of their own government apart from defence and security, foreign policies and monetary issues, which were still controlled by Denmark. Though still not declared, independence is a slow process that could potentially change in the future for Greenland. With these changes and governments and goal towards independence, the cultural of shamanistic belief has seen a massive rise due to the lack of restrictions and the interest in the precolonial history of Greenland.


Modern Shamanism; national identity 
The new wave of shamanism and indigenous ideas is a common occurrence all over the colonised countries as a way of gaining back old inheritance and beliefs. Greenland is no exception to this idea. The ideas and beliefs of connecting to spiritual and incomprehensible beings that surrounding oneself is still included as a central part in neo-shamanism (Jakobsen 1999). The difference is the history that has occurred with the introduction of Christianity and the changing and loss of many of the original customs, as well as the new concepts of science and reality. Though these new concepts are established and do explain away some natural phenomena, the core idea of explaining suffering in life is still sought out by many individuals in our modern world.
The revitalisation of shamanism in Greenland and the practice of daily rituals and beliefs is not something that has been as successful as some might say compared to other areas around the world. Christian beliefs that have been a part of the Greenlandic tradition and history for so long still hold a very tight grip. However, the renewal of interest by the young and old for folk tales, stories and recreating a tradition, that is somewhat separated from the old Christian Danish identity, is a very real phenomenon that occurs as Greenland becomes more independent (Jakobsen 1999).
Shamans both in modern day and old traditional practices are a way of dealing with the harmful aspects of life, and healing individuals and society, that includes many different people, many different genders and social standing and schooling (Jakobsen 1999). The new-age shaman compared to the old description focuses on the trance and the aid of the spirits rather than the mastery of spirit. (Jakobsen 1999). Most shamans live in modern societies and have adapted their beliefs to modern needs. Many shamans are also academics which is not something that is needed to be a practitioner of shamanism but does add a certain element of credibility (Jakobsen 1999). 
One of the main differences between new shamanism and traditional shamanism, especially associated with the Western world as described by Harner 1980, is the personal element of belief and practice. The Western beliefs and traditions in new shamanism are usually a collection of different practices that have similarities all over the world. Harner was an anthropologist who studied shamanism and the practices amongst different cultures, writing a book on spiritual knowledge, which he gathered and then created into a new systematic practice for modern day Western individuals. The practice emphasises one’s own journey through the spirit realm as well as the fact that you are your own teacher on the shamanic practices, therefore the individual must determine whether or not they are a fully-fledged practitioner (Jakobsen 1999). 
In contrast the Greenlandic (angakkoq) apprentice usually took years to develop to the final ceremony that would initiate them as a shaman, setting them apart from the rest of society. It would usually include the entire community taking part in a communal ritual that the initiate would sometimes be reluctant to take part in because it was a physically demanding process. The spirits also take a huge role in the initiation of any apprentice, they themselves must choose whether the initiate has passed, and are very demanding in the process (Jakobsen 1999). 
Another major difference between modern and old traditional shamanism, specifically regarding Greenlandic shamans (angakkut), is the mastery of spirits. As described previously a Greenlandic shaman (angakkut) establishes and maintains mastery of spirits that potentially could be harmful or have a neutral attitude to awards human beings, while the modern shaman tends to see spirits in a more positive light, mostly emphasising that most spirits neither cause nor intend harm (Jakobsen 1999). 


Cultural appropriation
Though the similarities between modern shamanism and traditional shamanism are many, there are still questions whether or not this new culture emerging from the West has a negative impact or positive one.
The appeal of shamanism is evident as a way of coping with unchangeable and immense forces. Traditionally these forces might have been disease, death or even nature, such as with the traditional Greenlandic shamanism. Now modern humans are not faced with so much strife from the outside, rather it is a social societal force that usually impacts individuals negatively. The healing of both mind and body through modern medicine is widely used, but if modern medicine does not necessarily work and other beliefs also prove fruitless, it is not a wonder why some individuals in Western society go to more traditional or other beliefs, even if it is not their own.
The sudden interest in traditional beliefs and practices is nothing new, as evidenced by the subject of anthropology. However, in modern day the very Western culture that first discouraged and banned these beliefs are themselves on occasion the majority of audience members in learning this traditional practice; the irony is not lost on indigenous individuals (Jakobsen 1999). Another issue that comes up in regarding new shamanism is the fact that many of the traditional cultures that have been suppressed and destroyed are now seeing a resurgence in the ability to practice traditional beliefs from traditional items and so forth, using this as a way of connecting and regaining aspects of a lost community and culture. Therefore, if a Westerner came along and used this tradition for their own spiritual purpose, which would undermine the fact that specific shamanistic practices are intertwined to the culture and beliefs, this act would be essentially cultural appropriation (Jakobsen 1999). The monetary aspect of the courses that teach shamanism today, could also be a negative outcome, as it capitalises on spiritual experience. The monetary gains perhaps encourage individuals that do not have the best intentions as a spiritual healer.
However, there are still a few positive aspects that can be mentioned regarding the re-emergence of shamanism in today’s society. Though the interest in indigenous practices and beliefs such as shamanism can highlight an indigenous community that might be struggling due to modernisation and other factors, this is a double-edged sword. There is also an aspect of new shamanism that takes general features, instead of individual practices from specific cultures. This would ensure a lack of cultural appropriation, instead just bringing a spiritual aspect to modern Western individuals that are struggling with aspects of modern society, as well as potentially encouraging Western individuals to look at their own cultural prehistory. It is also a factor that many different individuals learning and engaging with shamanistic traditions are highly educated. This indicates that even though people might have an understanding of the world through science they are still not satisfied with certain ways of dealing with their own personal health and issues. The interest opens up the possibility that there is more than one answer to any problem and takes focus away from the Eurocentric point of view, and dominance of science-based thinking, and perhaps allows equal standing of different practices and beliefs; that includes many different people of many different backgrounds. 


Conclusion
There are many different factors and elements to Greenland and its history, regarding the relationship of traditional shamanistic practices and the introduction of colonisation, as well as the revitalisation of old ideas into new ones. The integral relationship between nature and humanity is displayed in shamanism all around the world, but specifically in Greenland shows the viewpoint of a culture that has a harsh and unforgiving environment, and dangerous elemental spirits and forces that must be navigated and mastered by the shaman. But eventually the introduction of colonial Christian ideas, changing and suppressing many shamanistic rituals and beliefs, meant that many things were lost out of knowledge. This was compounded by the unfair treatment of the Inuit, leading up to more and more independence through the 20th-century to the 21st-century. All of this highlights a renewal and creation of new identity, including a deeper look into traditional shamanism, eventually having a relationship and dynamics between the Western interests into shamanistic practices, which can cause some benefits as well as controversy. The result is that shamanism is a very complicated tradition that changes throughout time, and has been adapted in many different new ways.
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