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Project 6- My own project
Living between the ‘irrational’ shamanic world and the rational material world


INTRODUCTION 
This study explores the tension, described by Jenny Blain in her article ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’ between the everyday material world and the shamanic otherworld in the lives of a small group of shamanic practitioners, all members of a private shamanic circle based on the concepts of Michael Harner’s core shamanism and located on the East Coast of the USA.[footnoteRef:1] In her article, Blain, a shamanic practitioner and academic, describes this tension autobiographically while hinting at the existence of the tension in the lives of all shamanic practitioners. The veracity of her assertion has never been evaluated, which is what this study seeks to do. The research was conducted using a qualitative approach, in-depth interviews and my personal autoethnographic reflections as a member of the shamanic circle. The paper also explores questions of rationality and ‘irrationality’ in respect to shamanism and academia. This research confirmed some of Blain’s assumptions but also revealed a more complex picture with deep connections to concepts of rationality and academia.   [1:  Jenny Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically: Seidr, Academia and Rationality’, in Diskus, volume 6, 2000 [no page numbers].] 


LITERATURE REVIEW 
Recent research on shamanism 
In an article charting ‘Trends in Contemporary Research on Shamanism’, Thomas DuBois notes the ongoing and expanding trend towards a ‘reinvigorated research on shamanism’.[footnoteRef:2] Trude Fonneland agrees that, ‘shamanism has become a global phenomenon.’[footnoteRef:3] DuBois’s survey makes clear, however, by way of subject apportionment, the continued research emphasis on non-Western expressions of shamanism, for instance  in South America or Asia.[footnoteRef:4] One of the research trends DuBois discusses, is the revitalizations and reconstructions of indigenous shamanic traditions lost during ‘past colonial encounters’ in, for example, North America and post-Soviet Russia.[footnoteRef:5]   [2:  Thomas DuBois, ‘Trends in Contemporary Research on Shamanism’, in: Numen, 2011, volume 58, number 1, Perspectives on Shamanism (2011),100-128, 100.]  [3:  Trude Fonneland, ‘Late Modern Shamanism in a Norwegian Context: Global Networks – Local Grounds’, in The Oxford Handbook of New Religious Movements: Volume II (2nd edition), edited by James R. Lewis and Inga Tollefsen (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 431-440, 431.]  [4:  Thomas DuBois, ‘Trends in Contemporary Research on Shamanism’. ]  [5:  Thomas DuBois, ‘Trends in Contemporary Research on Shamanism’, 110.] 

Western shamanism ‘describes various attempts to revive or recreate shamanic traditions in the lives of contemporary Westerners’, since Western expressions of shamanism were

eradicated.[footnoteRef:6] Shamanism and related practices were suppressed and persecuted in Europe and later in European colonies for centuries. Interest in shamanism was sparked by the counterculture movement of the 1960s and by the apparent similarity of drug induced trips to shamanic journeys. It is based on three ‘canonical’ shamanic texts; Eliade’s Shamanism, Castaneda’s The Teachings of Don Juan and Harner’s The Way of the Shaman.[footnoteRef:7] This revolutionary and highly critical period, coinciding with the liberation of many colonized peoples, also gave rise to formulations of ethical standards in dealings with others. Western shamanism is mostly referred to as neoshamanism, but since the term carries negative connotations an alternative one ─  ‘modern Western shamanism’─ has been proposed.[footnoteRef:8] Harner called his variety of shamanism core-shamanism since it is based on a series of core shamanic practices. Core-shamanism has directly or indirectly inspired much of modern Western shamanism but the concept is contested.[footnoteRef:9] Though Harner like Castaneda and other leading proponents of Western shamanism  holds a doctoral degree in anthropology, ‘scholarly views of neoshamanic adaptations were initially quite dismissive’  and neoshamanism consequently attracted very little scholarly attention.[footnoteRef:10] Jane Atkinson’s review of shamanic research, for example, mentions neoshamanism ‘as a postscript’ though DuBois reports that there is now more interest and sympathy toward Western shamanism.[footnoteRef:11] Nevertheless, ‘close ethnographic examinations of particular neoshamanic communities are still relatively rare,’ with Jenny Blain’s work on reconstructed Northern European shamanic practices being mentioned in this category.[footnoteRef:12] It is noteworthy that most of the little research there is seems to focus on European shamanic communities. James Lewis reports on the ‘intense criticism that shamans in the United States were met with from the start’ though this only applies to neoshamanism and not to native forms of shamanism.[footnoteRef:13]  The regular subsumption of neoshamanism to the New Age seems to also speak of a prejudiced attitude toward the practice. [6:  DuBois, 114.]  [7:  Mircea Eliade, Shamanism. Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, translated from the French by Willard R. Task (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1951); Carlos Castaneda, The Teaching Don Juan: a Yaqui Way of Knowledge (Berkley: University of California Press, 1968); Michael Harner, The Way of the Shaman (New York: HarperColllins,1980) ]  [8:  Kocku von Stuckrad, ‘Reenchanting Nature: Modern Western Shamanism and Nineteenth-Century Thought’, in Journal of the American Academy of Religion, Dec. 2002, vol. 70, no. 4, Dec. 2002, pp 771-799, 774.]  [9:  Fonneland, ‘Late Modern Shamanism in a Norwegian Context’, 433.   ]  [10:  DuBois, 114. ]  [11:  Jane Atkinson, ‘Shamanism Today’, in Annual Review of Anthropology, volume 21, 307-330 quoted from DuBois,101; Dubois, 101.]  [12:  DuBois, 116.]  [13:  James Lewis, ‘New Age Medicine Men versus New Age Noaidi: Same Neoshamanism, Different Sociopolitical Situation’, in Nordic Shamanism, edited by Siv Ellen Kraft, Trude Fonneland, and James Lewis (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 127-140, quoted from Fonneland, 438.] 

Thus, while academic interest in indigenous forms of shamanism is high in the USA, research on neoshamanic practices is virtually nonexistent. There does not appear to be any research on neoshamanic circles.  





Rationality and shamanic irrationality in the literature  
The dichotomy between rationality and irrationality has been a mainstay of Western culture going back to Plato who distinguished between the lower appetitive parts of the soul and the higher rational ones. Descartes highlighted the split between the mind and the body associating the mind with reason. His famous dictum, ‘cogito ergo sum’, is a basic premise of Western self-understanding. ‘For most enlighteners the shaman was a model for irrational behavior’ and was thus placed on the opposite side of rationality.[footnoteRef:14] Many academics are still ‘shamanophobic’, and when the ‘irrational’ belief in spirits reveals itself in research amongst Westerners it is met with shocked surprise.[footnoteRef:15]  [14:  Stuckrad, ‘Reenchanting Nature’, 773.]  [15:  Dowson, in Blain [no page numbers]; Gillian Bennet, Traditions of Belief: Women and the Supernatural (London: Penguin, 1987), 16/17.] 

General literature on rationality and by implication irrationality is too vast to explore. There has, however, been some very interesting work on the juxtaposition of a rational academic worldview and an ‘irrational’ indigenous one. Robin Wall Kimmerer’s Braiding Sweetgrass explores indigenous wisdom and academic scientific knowledge while David Abram’s The Spell of the Sensuous explores human cognition in relation to an animate essentially ‘shamanic’ world.[footnoteRef:16] Jeremy Narby’s The Cosmic Serpent offers a critical analysis of the relationship between the academic Western mindset and the shamanic worldview while Peter Kingsley offers an interesting study on shamanism in the ancient world at the very roots of Western civilization.[footnoteRef:17]   [16:  Kimmerer, Robin Wall, Braiding Sweetgrass. Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants (Minneapolis: Milkweed Editions, 2013); David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous. Perception and Language in a More-than-Human World (New York: Random House, 1996)   ]  [17:  Peter Kingsley, A Story Waiting to Pierce You: Mongolia, Tibet, and the Destiny of the Western World (Point Reyes, California: The Golden Sufi Center, 2010).] 

It appears, however, that there is only one ethnographic study that directly addresses rationality in association with Western shamanism, Blain’s ‘Speaking Shamanistically’ in which she explores her own challenging position between two worlds, rational academia, and ‘irrational’ shamanism.[footnoteRef:18] She assumes that  all Western shamanic practitioners inhabit this split to some degree due to a deeply ingrained cultural skepticism leading practitioners to even distrust their own experiences. She asks the theoretical question, ‘Do you ever ask yourself, ‘is my shamanic experience ‘real’, or is it all in my head?’ The implication is that shamanic practitioners do indeed distrust their own experience. My research proposes to test Blain’s assumption. Do all Western shamanic practitioners indeed experience the split that Blain describes. I am in a good position to undertake this research since I am like her a member of a shamanic circle and am also very familiar with academia.  [18:  Blain, ‘Speaking Shamanistically, [no page number]. ] 

 




METHODOLOGY 
Qualitative Research
Since this research project deals with people’s belief systems and personal experiences, a qualitative approach was chosen rather than a quantitative one which cannot adequately capture this kind of information. The qualitative research method like the increased interest in shamanism grew out of the critical positions developed during the revolutionary period of the 1960s and 70s. It was critical of the purported objectivity associated with traditional quantitative research methods and its underlying positivist framework which ‘is often seen as the scientific approach to research.’[footnoteRef:19] Qualitative research, on the other hand, is associated with an interpretive framework which ‘seeks to understand people’s lived experience from the perspective of people themselves’.[footnoteRef:20] It embraces a more subjective ‘insider’ position and reflects critically on its own standpoint vis-a-vis its subjects of study which is now recognized as being inherently biased.  [19:   Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (Los Angeles: Sage, 20202),15 [emphasis in original].]  [20:  Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods, 15.] 


Interviews 
I chose to use in-depth interviews because I was ‘seeking information on individual, personal experiences from people about a specific issue or topic,’ in this case participants experiences and beliefs regarding their position between the real everyday world and the shamanic otherworld.[footnoteRef:21]  The format of the interviews was semi-structed consisting of a small number of fixed questions which ensured comparability while also leaving time for unstructured sharing. The shamanic circle is informal, loosely organized, and small, with often only a handful of people in attendance during the monthly meetings, and many members attending only sporadically. For practical reasons, I asked some of the most regular attendees, including the organizer, for an interview. Four attendees agreed to one-on-one interviews with me, three of which were held on Zoom and one in person at the interviewee’s house. Interviewees were emailed a synopsis of Blain’s article, the main questions for the interview, as well as some information on the research methods and aims and the use of their data. Interviewees signed interview release forms before the interviews and were informed that they could discontinue the interview at any time or choose not to answer certain questions. I also asked for their permission to record the interviews. Interviewees seemed interested in the project and happy to participate. One participant wrote, ‘Yes, I’d be happy to do the interview. I imagine the interview will be a learning experience for me as well!’ Thus, participants’ gain from the interview is hopefully a deeper understanding of shamanism and their own practice.[footnoteRef:22] All participants will receive a copy of this paper.  [21:  Hennink, 117.]  [22:  Hennink, 127.  ] 






Autoethnography 
Since I am myself a member of the shamanic circle, I will include my own experiences and beliefs in this study using ‘an evolution of qualitative research’ called autoethnography.[footnoteRef:23] Much autoethnography is emotional and evocative which makes it unsuitable for research on rationality. I will instead use ‘analytic autoethnography’ which was proposed by Leon Anderson.[footnoteRef:24]  An important feature of Anderson’s analytic autoethnography is that the researcher is a complete group member and that ‘group membership precedes the decision to conduct research on the group’ which is the case.[footnoteRef:25] He also emphasizes the analytic aim of the research project which should be ‘committed to developing theoretical understandings of broader social phenomena’ which will be attempted.[footnoteRef:26] [23:  Judith C. Lapadat, ‘Ethics in Autoethnography and Collaborative Autoethnography’, in: Qualitative Inquiry, 2017, volume 23, number 8, 589-603, 597, 592; David Butz and Kathryn Besio, ‘Autoethnography’, in Geography Compass, volume 3, number 5, 2009, 1660-1674, 1664. ]  [24:  Anderson, ‘Analytic Autoethnography’, 377. ]  [25:  Anderson, 379.]  [26:  Anderson, 373. ] 

Potentials for bias 
The autoethnographic approach avoids ‘the ethical quagmire that entails when there is a power imbalance between researchers and participants’.[footnoteRef:27] However, it does not ‘convey a panoptical or nonproblematic positionality’ and the researcher must ‘avoid self-absorbed digression’.[footnoteRef:28] In analytic autoethnography, ‘self-experience’ must be balanced with the data collected in in-depth interviews.[footnoteRef:29] Since I am a member of the shamanic circle  just like the other participants, my voice will not be given precedence over theirs. In autoethnographic research the researcher is the subject of his own study which can lead to a potential lack of distance and requires self-reflexivity and self-awareness.[footnoteRef:30] Blain proposes an understanding of the self ‘as part/not part of that community’ which I have embraced.[footnoteRef:31] Many other factors can also result in bias, e.g. the researcher’s strong views about their research project, which is not an issue for me.[footnoteRef:32] While I am certainly interested in the research, I do not hold any strong views. Another potential cause of bias may lie in the group itself, e.g. power dynamics within the group.[footnoteRef:33] This is not an issue in this very small group which is run on an inclusive and egalitarian basis. The group does not consist of vulnerable populations either.[footnoteRef:34] Members are mostly female and are best described as middle-aged and middle class. Another potential cause for bias could be a difference in critical awareness and reflexivity between the researcher and participants which is not the case.[footnoteRef:35] These group  [27:  Lapadat, 593.   ]  [28:  Anderson, 380, 385. ]  [29:  Anderson, 386.]  [30:  Lapadat, 590. ]  [31:  Blain, [no page number].]  [32:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing your Research Project, A Guide for First-time Researchers (New York and London: McGraw-Hill Education, 2018), 218. ]  [33:  Anderson, 381. ]  [34:  Lapadat, 591. ]  [35:  Anderson, 382.] 



members are highly self-reflexive deep thinkers who took an ‘abstract or introspective orientation to the conversation’ which makes them ‘autoethnographers in their own right’. [footnoteRef:36]  [36:  Anderson, 382; Butz and Besio, ‘Autoethnography’, 1671.] 

Finally, my own gain from this research project is certainly a deeper understanding of shamanic practice and my involvement with it. My understanding has been amplified and enhanced by the thoughtful and profound perspectives offered by the participants, which is the benefit generally ascribed to this kind of research. [footnoteRef:37] [37:  Anderson, 383. ] 


Ethics of the supernatural 
The positivist materialist worldview, which can be traced back to the enlightenment emphasis on the rational mind over superstition and irrationality and the Cartesian dichotomy of mind and body, is based on the denigration of the supernatural.  Anything that cannot be grasped with the mind or the senses, thus all things inexplicable or intangible, was deemed impossible and disqualified in one way or another, which is precisely what happened to shamanic experiences over the last few centuries. In the early anthropological tradition one way of discounting them was to associate them with the inferior, less civilized races. For Lucien Levy-Bruhl such experiences were genuine but the sign of a ‘prerational “primitive” mind’.[footnoteRef:38]  They were also regularly invalidated by associating them with mental disease.  Blain mentions the use of psychologist C.G Jung’s work among shamanophobic academics to argue for the exclusively psychological nature of spirits.[footnoteRef:39]  Another contemporary strategy is to downplay them, for example as ‘an exercise in guided imagery’.[footnoteRef:40] For the most part, shamanic and other extraordinary experiences are simply considered ‘unimportant’, ‘‘unreal’ or not rooted in reality’.[footnoteRef:41] Roderick Wilson writes that even when an extraordinary experience presents itself, it is ignored because it simply cannot be. Townsend proposes that this ‘’ derives in part from our “scientific”- sometimes bordering on “scientism”- training.’[footnoteRef:42] Indeed, anthropologists who ‘accept the possibility that a sacred world or spiritual encounter is rooted in reality’ seem to be ‘very rare’.[footnoteRef:43] Harner who made very clear his belief in spirits expressed his regret that many tend to  ‘judge the validity of other people’s experiences in altered states of consciousness without having experienced those states’ themselves, which he deems ethnographic ‘cognicentrism’.[footnoteRef:44]     [38:  Lucien Levy-Bruhl, Les fonctions mentales quoted from Michael Harner, Cave and Cosmos (Berkley, California: North Atlantic Books, 2013), 32.]  [39:  Blain, [no page number].]  [40:  Rebecca Stein and Philip Stein, The Anthology of Religion, Magic, and Witchcraft (London and New York: Routledge, 20174 ),135.]  [41:  Roderick Wilson, ‘Seeing they see not’, in Being Changed by Cross-Cultural Encounters: The Anthropology of Extraordinary Experience, edited by David E. Young and Jean-Guy Goulet (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994), 197-208, 201/202.]  [42:  Townsend, ‘Individualist Religious Movements’, 6.]  [43:  Wilson, 201.]  [44:  Harner, Cave and Cosmos, 32. ] 

Given these challenges in dealings with the supernatural, it is important to define a methodological framework.  Phenomenology, a research methodology based on the twentieth century philosophy of Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger, offers a solution. Phenomenology, just like qualitative research, places emphasis on subjective human experiences, be they of an emotional or extraordinary nature, and therefore offers a framework for dealing with shamanic and other extraordinary experiences in a respectful and ethical manner.[footnoteRef:45] Blain raises ethical questions regarding the situatedness of spirits.[footnoteRef:46] Given Western prejudice against the supernatural, no methodological framework exists that deals with spirits. However, Rab Wilkie writes, ‘Whatever the nature and origin of spirits, the immediate task may be to treat them with respect in order to relate or communicate with them in an appropriate and mutually beneficial manner.’[footnoteRef:47]  [45:  Smith, David Woodruff, ‘Phenomenology’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2018 Edition), edited by Edward Zalta, https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2018/entries/phenomenology]  [46:  Blain, [no page number].]  [47:  Rab Wilkie, ‘Spirited Imagination: Ways of Approaching the Shaman’s World’, in Being Changed by Cross-Cultural Encounters: The Anthropology of Extraordinary Experience, edited by David E. Young and Jean-Guy Goulet (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994), 135-165, 163.  ] 


Ethics of neoshamanism 
The practice of shamanism in Western culture has been a contentious issue because shamanism is linked with non-Western cultures and Western use of it has been presented as a form of cultural appropriation. Since the shamanic circle consists mainly of Westerners (there are no indigenous people) and participants are best described as Euro-American, this is an ethical question that requires discussion. Most of the circle members, and all the participants in this study have attended workshops and training with the Foundation of Shamanic Studies which is based on the concept of core-shamanism developed by Harner. Two of the participants took classes with Harner himself while the organizer of the shamanic circle completed advanced training with him. I have also taken some shamanic workshops but not with Harner. Though I have read Harner’s books, I never met him in person.
The literature on neoshamanism is filled with accusations of misappropriation of indigenous practices. Some of the ‘harsher criticisms accuse neoshamanism of cultural imperialism, neocolonial attitudes, and perpetuating racist stereotypes of indigenous people.’[footnoteRef:48] While there certainly are self-proclaimed shamans, often called ‘plastic shamans’, who appropriate native traditions and exhibit an astonishing lack of understanding for their spiritual framework and historical roots, the situation is much more complex. DuBois writes, that ‘the line between “traditional shamanism” and “neoshamanism” is not always clear, either in the experience of neoshamanic practitioners or in the analysis of observers.[footnoteRef:49] Linda Tuhiwai Smith asks, ‘who is a ‘real indigenous’ person’ in the context of the modern world where there are many people of mixed backgrounds.[footnoteRef:50] Is authenticity now judged by ‘blood quantum’?[footnoteRef:51] Stuckrad writes, ‘It is no longer possible to make a watertight distinction between “traditional” shamanistic societies (…) and the new wave of neo-shamanist movements.  (…) The shamanic revival is now reappearing in the present of some of these remote tribes – only now these are neither remote nor tribal’.[footnoteRef:52] Indeed, members from these ‘remote’ tribes are reading anthropological articles about their own cultures. Questions of authenticity also relate to religions.  According to Egil Asprem, the ‘premise that there are “pure” and “authentic” types of religions and religious practice’ is in itself ‘invalid’.[footnoteRef:53] We inhabit a world distinguished by ‘inescapable transculturation’ and need to ‘acknowledge the constructed and deceptive nature of authenticity.’’[footnoteRef:54] There has been little in-depth study of neoshamanism and in the general literature (and in most of the few existing studies on neoshamanism) it is invariably accused of appropriation and presented as inauthentic and problematic from ‘an often too simple moral stand.’[footnoteRef:55] In a very dualistic manner, typical for positivist quantitative  research, there seems to be not only an interest in keeping neoshamanism (including core shamanism) separate from indigenous expressions of shamanism but also a conspicuous lack of ‘reflective cultural analysis’.[footnoteRef:56] [48:  Stein and Stein, The Anthology of Religion, Magic, and Witchcraft, 135.]  [49:  DuBois, 114. ]  [50:  Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies. Research and Indigenous People (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 20213), 82.]  [51:  Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 82.]  [52:  Stuckrad, 775. ]  [53:  Egil Asprem quoted from Fonneland, 437.]  [54:  Fonneland, 437.]  [55:  Stuckrad, 729.]  [56:  Stuckrad, 729.] 

Though Harner is acknowledged everywhere as a principal proponent of neoshamanism, he is also, or maybe precisely because of his prominence in the field, the target of myriad accusations many of which seem highly exaggerated or even inaccurate. He is accused, like all neoshamans, of appropriating native knowledge though he is certainly not a self-proclaimed shaman having undergone shamanic initiation in different shamanic traditions. He is not lacking in a broader historical understanding of these traditions either having trained as an anthropologist. He is accused of making shamanism too available and of excluding some traditional shamanic teachings, e.g. on malevolent spirits.[footnoteRef:57] It seems obvious, however, that not all people who take a shamanic workshop will become shamans, just like not every child who learns the piano will become a virtuoso. The foundation offers advanced training for those more committed to shamanism which is where malevolent spirits are addressed. Harner is also accused of ‘profiting from the commodification of indigenous identity, beliefs, and practices.’ [footnoteRef:58] It is overlooked, however, that Harner’s Foundation for Shamanic Studies is a non-profit organization which not only teaches shamanic workshops but is also actively (and financially) involved in the preservation and study of shamanic knowledge and shamanic cultures.  [57:  Robert Wallis,  ‘Journeying the Politics of Ecstasy: Anthropological Perspectives on Neoshamanism’, in the Pomegranate 6, Autumn 1998, 20-28, 21.]  [58:  Stein, 135. ] 

A most interesting thing to note is that nowhere in the literature is there any mention of accusations against Harner by indigenous peoples. All criticism comes from Western academics and even includes attacks on his academic work. Harner’s book The Path of the Shaman, a practical manual on shamanism, was denigrated by academics.[footnoteRef:59]  Harner eventually left his prestigious academic career at some of the most renowned American academic institutions dedicating himself exclusively to the teaching of shamanism and to the work of his foundation. While academics love to critique Harner and neoshamanism in general of cultural appropriation, appropriation is only one side of the problem. Tuhiwai Smith writes that ‘of all the disciplines, anthropology is the one most closely associated with the study of the Other and with the defining of primitivism.’ [footnoteRef:60] She also states that academic research of indigenous people receives the ‘most indigenous criticisms’ which are ‘expressed within the single terms of ‘white research’, ‘academic research’ or ‘outsider research’.[footnoteRef:61]  Thus, academic quantitative research, is considered by indigenous people the greatest of indignities which Harner cannot be accused of. He was however accused of the greatest academic indignity, ‘going native’ which means he embraced indigenous beliefs including the existence of spirits. He aligned himself with native people and beliefs and not with materialist positivist values. Indeed, he writes about the ‘patronizing assumption of the superiority of modern Western knowledge and that the natives’ function was to be subjects for study, rather than to be possible teachers of us in the West.’ [footnoteRef:62]  [59:  Jeremy Narby, The Cosmic Serpent book. DNA and the Origins of Knowledge (New York: Tarcher/Putnam, 1998), 54. ]  [60:  Tuhiwai Smith, 76.]  [61:  Tuhiwai Smith, 49.]  [62:  Harner, Cave and Cosmos, 34. ] 

It is, therefore, no wonder that one thing is perspicuously absent from the literature─ the possibility that Harner was a genuine shaman. He never claimed he was a shaman, which is not surprising given that a true shaman is never self-proclaimed but always recognized as such by others.  Harner’s obituary on the foundation’s webpage makes clear that Harner was not only recognized as a shaman by those around him but also by shamans from around the world.[footnoteRef:63] A participant in this study was present in a workshop with Harner shortly before his death during which he decided to transfer his shamanic power to others. She reports that the power was so strong that she and others literally ‘fell to the ground’. Considering Harner a genuine shaman, or more broadly envisaging the possibility of there being non-native American shamans, would reframe much of the current discourse and create an entirely different set of ethical considerations.  [63:  Harner, Michael, In Memoriam, https://www.shamanism.org/fssinfo/harnerbio.html [accessed April 16, 2024]] 


Data Processing 
Since this study is not about linguistic emphasis ‘on the mechanics of speech’, typical interjections of ‘ah’ or ‘mm’ were occasionally omitted in the transcriptions.[footnoteRef:64] The study is, instead concerned with the ‘informational content of the interviews’ with a clear ‘focus is on what is said, rather than how it is said.’[footnoteRef:65] The interviews were closely analyzed inductively while also being related deductively to the ‘conceptual framework of the study’ which was important considering the theoretical nature of the subject.[footnoteRef:66] The data was compared to and placed in dialogue with Blain’s work on rationality and shamanism and with the wider conceptual issues under investigation with the aim of creating ‘logical patterns of connectivity,’.[footnoteRef:67]  [64:  Hennink, 213. ]  [65:   Hennink, 213.]  [66:  Hennink, 204.    ]  [67:  Hennink, 212.] 


FINDINGS 
Though shamanism is more prominent in Western countries than it has ever been, there still appears to be a lot of uncertainty surrounding actual shamanic practices which is the reason we all keep our shamanic involvement to ourselves or share it very carefully and selectively with others. The reactions some people have toward shamanism are very strange, uncomfortable, and unpredictable. Some of the strangest reactions involve fear. Participant 1 ‘describes people in her life who may find shamanism intriguing but also scary.  ‘I think it is a fear of the unknown and I think it is a leftover from prohibition from Christian church, that it was evil, that it was the devil.’  She recounts an experience with a friend to whom she suggested shamanic work. ‘She was interested in shamanic journey, she and somebody else came to my house (lots of laughter) she brought a huge statue of St. Michael for protection because she was scared. But not scared enough to not come with St. Michael.’ Participant 2 also describes people as fearful of shamanism, ‘Interestingly with shamanism there is still to this day a really interesting sort of fear response that people have, there is like a respect and a passive admission of efficacy’. Participant 4 remembers a very awkward experience with a neighbor. ‘Ah… so my neighbors aren’t sure what I do ...and were telling people I was a witch… ok and then … I was doing something by the fence, and she came up to me and she literally grabbed my shirt … you better watch yourself… she said, I don’t know what it is you do but my mother has cancer and whatever you do I need for you to pray for her… so I don’t know… what’s that about?  Right!’  
These experiences corroborate Blain’s sense that there exists a disconnect between shamanic practitioners’ everyday lived reality and their shamanic worldview. It is, however, still possible to talk about shamanic experiences by disguising them as dreams, visions, and meditations. Participant 4 states, ‘Right, so speak the language of the people as best you can so that they’ll understand better!’ So, while speaking the language of the people makes communication about shamanic experiences possible, this does not diminish the strong often fear-based reactions some people in the USA seem to have toward shamanism. 
On the other hand, Blain’s assumption that all participants feel a split within themselves and question their shamanic experiences does not yield such clearcut results. Some of us experience distrust and doubt, some of us do not. Participant 1 spent years on a spiritual quest that led her to the realization that the ‘imaginal realm is real. It is not psychological, it is not within us, it’s real and it exists in and of itself.’ She states very emphatically, ‘This is real, this is not in my head. I never questioned that it wasn’t real.’ Her only challenge when dealing with shamanic journeys is the interpretation of the information she receives from spirits. Participant 2 does not question or distrust his shamanic experiences either though he may question ‘the reliance or reliability’ of individual spirits. He says, ‘I have found in my own practice, different helping spirits, ae better or worse advice givers or question answerers.’ Participant 4 describes her first shamanic journey with the following words, ‘I literally felt that I’d come home, I felt I know this, I remember this from when I was a kid’. She does not distrust her shamanic experiences either stating, ‘That would be so disrespectful to the spirits! if you are going to work with the spirits and then you start this well, well if they’re real, is this really happening, you are very disrespectful to the spirits you are working with, I mean it is very disrespectful’. 
For me and Participant 3 things are a bit different. Participant 3, describing some of her first shamanic journeys, says, ‘I felt I was kind of faking it and using my imagination than really and truly experiencing another reality’. Asked if she ever questions or distrusts her shamanic experiences, she answers with a resounding yes, and an acceptance and resignation that ‘that’s how it is’. Her distrust also extends to the world of dreams, ‘yeah… it seems, that you can get knowledge from both dreams and shamanic journeys, but I have a hard time fully trusting either….’ My distrust is a bit different than Participant 3’s. It is not as encompassing, and I can hold it at bay most of the time although it regularly washes over me like a giant wave.  Sometimes the wave of doubt knocks me over completely and I question all extraordinary experiences in my life. Over the years, I have, however, learned to deal with the doubt monster and its disdainful skepticism more effectively. It pushes and I push back. I know there are many more things in this world than our eyes can see, and that I must stand my ground when doubt appears.  Participant 3 also realizes this, she says, ‘acknowledging too that you don’t know for certain what you know, there is a humility aspect to it too, as opposed to, ah, now I know the answer’, yet she finds it much harder to push back on doubt. It appears to be more deeply engrained in her than in me, though we certainly both deal with it. 
The obvious difference between those of us who do not doubt their experiences and those who do, is our educational and professional backgrounds. All those who do not struggle with questions of doubt can be described as artists, two of whom also work as therapists. Two of the three hold degrees in the arts and art therapy while the third did not pursue a college education. Participant 1, who is an artist and art therapist, explains her lack of distrust with precisely this affiliation. ‘I was always in the arts. The arts are much more pliable and more accepting.’ Participant 3, on the other hand, holds an advanced degree in a scientific discipline while I have an advanced degree in art history. Participant 3 remarks on the relationship between her educational background and her lack of trust in her shamanic experiences, ‘yeah, definitely, it makes me less trusting of my intuition and my own imagination.’ I fully agree with her though my background is in the humanities. 
In our academic work, we were certainly both taught to be critical, analytic, and skeptical. Art historians are not artists, though they still engage with art albeit on a generally theoretical and abstract level. The connection with art may nevertheless explain why I have an easier time dealing with doubt and distrust than Participant 3. There certainly appears to be a direct correlation between the extent and type of education and issues of doubt. It is impossible to say, however, to what extent higher education in specific disciplines instills doubt in people and to what extent those with a doubtful mind are drawn to those fields of study. It is, nevertheless, an interesting correlation to contemplate in the context of this research. 


CONCLUSION 
Our experiences make clear that people engaged with shamanism are still considered strange and weird, although ‘individualist movements [of which Western shamanism is a part] have become increasingly prominent’ in the last decades.[footnoteRef:68] While there may be more interest in shamanism, it is certainly not part of mainstream culture; it still engenders fear-based reactions in people, likely resulting from centuries of religious and secular conditioning. On the flip side, the embrace of shamanism requires an individualist spirit and an open-minded and unconventional thinking that dares to go against the grain. Participant 1 makes this very clear. ‘I think I’ve always just operated alongside the prevailing culture and not necessarily within it. I never really bought into it. I didn’t and don’t. I haven’t lived a materialistic life’. We have all given up our original belief systems and forged our own ‘individualist’ spiritual paths. Another characteristic we share is the fact that we are not principally motivated by materialist values which, one can argue, are an expression of the positivist materialist paradigm which denies the existence of spirits in the first place, and which still has a strong hold on the academic establishment. This research has also made clear to me is the collective nature of our experience. We are what Peter Berger calls, a ‘cognitive minority’ which he defines as a “group of people whose view of the world differs significantly from the one generally taken for granted in their society….a group formed around a body of deviant ‘knowledge’.[footnoteRef:69]  This recognition has also made me appreciate more the shamanic circle and its organizer. It is a place where this ‘cognitive minority’, which Participant 2 simply calls the ‘weirdos’, can come together.  [68:  Townsend, 2.]  [69:  Peter Berger, A Rumour of Angels: Modern Society and the Rediscovery of the Supernatural (Baltimore: Penguin, 1969), 18 quoted from Townsend, p 7.  ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk165159691]On a broader level this research has made clear to me the dominance of the rationalist materialist worldview, and on its flip side, as its shadow expression, the fear of non-rational, inexplicable things that shamanism represents. Narby points out that ‘anthropologists invented the word “shamanism” to classify the least comprehensible practices of “primitive” people,’ the ones that are the most alien to us.[footnoteRef:70]  They appear to carry not only mystery, but also fear and ultimately the nonintegrated shadow of Western culture. In the dichotomous system of either-or, which is so prominent in Western civilization, one can only be either rational or irrational. This system also requires an ‘other’ to bring itself into focus, which can explain why there is still so much interest in the non-Western shaman and so little in the Western shaman. The Western shaman can, at least by the logic of this system, not exist because, if he did, it would undermine the Western self-conception as rational. The fact that Harner’s work was discredited and his shamanism vilified, is not surprising since he was inserting the ‘irrational’ other right into the center of the highest Western institutions of learning.[footnoteRef:71] He was, in essence, holding up a mirror to the academic rationalist positivist establishment though they were unable to see their reflection. ‘The difficulty of grasping “shamanism” lies not so much in the concept itself as in the gaze of those who use it,’ writes Narby. ‘The academic analysis of shamanism will always be the rational study of the nonrational- in other words, a self-contradictory proposition or cul-de-sac.’[footnoteRef:72] What it also means, however, is that the colonialist imperialist mindset is still strong, however much it is denied, because it is so intimately interwoven with the Western self- understanding  as rational which, in this dualistic system, must always distinguish itself from that which it is not. This is where the darkest shadow of Western civilization lies, and this is why shamanic ‘irrationality’ is still pitted against Western rationality.  Kingsley suggests, we take a closer look at the roots of our Western civilization where we may find a shamanic story waiting to pierce our hearts.  Those of us who have broadened our perspectives have already had our hearts pierced and are doing pioneering work in ‘substituting the western positivistic and mechanistic attitude toward reality and nature with a holistic or vitalist one’.[footnoteRef:73] [70:  Narby, The Cosmic Serpent, 14.]  [71:  Narby, 54.]  [72:  Narby, 18.  ]  [73:  Stuckrad, 77.] 
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