
Understanding Shamanism 

 

As Shamanism continues to emerge as an important empowering medicine for our 

time, much misunderstanding of what Shamanism is has also surfaced. Defining 

Shamanism is not a simple task because it really is the grey area between the black 

and white of our ordinary lives. It is a way to understand the in-between places, 

things and unseen energies of our lives. In Mircea Eliade's 1964 Shamanism: Archaic 

Techniques of Ecstasy, this French writer of religious history chooses to describe 

shamanism as "precisely one of the archaic techniques of ecstasy - at once mysticism, 

magic and 'religion' in the broadest sense of the term." [1] To add a little more 

confusion, each geographic region or cultural way brings its own flavour of specific 

rituals and practices into the mix.  

The complexity of Shamanism has no limits, but at its core there are global 

similarities that offer some simplicity of understanding. The American anthropologist 

Michael Harner spent his academic career traveling the globe living and studying with 

indigenous cultures. In 1979 he created the Foundation for Shamanic Studies (initially 

known as the Center for Shamanic Studies) to expand access to Shamanism and to 

support indigenous Shamen to continue their work. His 1980 book The Way of the 

Shaman shares the idea that "The ancient way is so powerful, and taps so deeply into 

the human mind, that one's cultural belief systems and assumptions about reality are 

essentially irrelevant." [2] Through direct observation Harner realized that the use of 

the drum, the rattle and the Shamanic journey were common practices planet-wide.  

Drums & Rattles  

 have a powerful and unfailing ability to create altered states and states of 

euphoria  

 can promote play and creative thinking  

 can release anger  

 can heal the emotionally wounded  

 can relax tension and increase vitality and immunity  
 can create sacred spaces for healing and ritual work  

  

The Shamanic Journey  

 can be learned and practiced by anyone  

 allows a part of one's soul to travel outside of the limitations of time and space 

to access universal information  

 is a tool for spiritual, emotional & intellectual growth  
 can provide healing on the mental, physical and emotional level  



The drum, the rattle and the Shamanic Journey are the 3 main tools that many 

Shamanic Practitioners use to facilitate healing processes with their clients.  

Cross-culturally common Shamanic healing processes focus on the restoration of lost 

power or the removal of misplaced power. In Shamanic terms, disease is believed to 

be caused by a lack of power, an excess of power, or issues preventing the natural 

harmonized flow of this power in an individual. The following techniques are 

commonly used by Shamanic Practitioners to address these issues.  

Power Animal Retrieval  
A reunion with a spiritual power animal can improve life on many levels by bringing 

strength, comfort, support and guidance. The spirits of wild animals assist retrieval by 

guiding practitioners through non-ordinary reality to find a Power Animal. Once the 

Power Animal is found it will share specific instructions with the practitioner for 

reuniting it with its human counterpart. Retrieving a Power Animal is often the first 

thing a modern Shamanic Practitioner does for a client. The client proceeds to bond 

with the animal by honouring it in ordinary reality, visiting it during quiet meditation, 

and calling on it for assistance with the challenges of daily life.  

Soul Retrieval  
Shamanic Practitioners believe that when a person suffers from a trauma, a part of 

the soul splits off and no longer contributes to the person's whole being. Instead it 

stays fixed in the event, but in non-ordinary reality. This dissociation is called soul 

loss, and it often results in loss of memory, depression, fatigue, addictions or feelings 

of incompleteness. This disengagement makes it easier to survive traumas such as 

accidents, abuse, or emotional disturbances. Children can suffer soul loss from events 

that are traumatic to them, but may seem trivial to adults. Soul loss can also occur 

when another person "holds" onto a part of us, and doesn't let go. Once the traumatic 

event is over complete healing can occur when the soul part that is missing is 

returned. Journeying into non-ordinary reality facilitates healing, and with the help of 

spirit allies, missing soul parts are found and brought back to be blown into the 

receiver's body. Following this the client experiences a period of integration, in which 

a reacquaintance with the returned soul parts occurs, and together they work to heal 

the old wounds. This process often unfolds over several months.  

Extraction  
Misplaced energies can be removed from an individual and delivered to a neutral 

place through the extraction process. With the assistance of power animals in non-

ordinary reality a search for these extra energies (negative thought forms, aggressive 

emotions, misplaced souls, etc.) is conducted. They are then removed using 

instructions from the spirit allies in non-ordinary reality. The newly void space is then 

energetically filled with harmonious energies. Symptoms of the need for extraction 

can include persistent sickness that won't heal, localized soreness, and sudden 

intense emotions that won't fade.  



Prescriptions from Non-Ordinary Reality  
In this process, the Shamanic journey is used to travel into non-ordinary reality to 

gather helpful information to bring back to the client in ordinary reality. Prescriptions 

are unique and specific to the priority of need of the client. There may be no logical 

explanation for the information that has been retrieved, but the Shamanic practitioner 

understands the power of the instructions and tries to convey their importance to the 

client. With diligence to the instructions and time, clients report new understanding of 

the benefit of their mystical directions.  

Ancient and current Shamanic belief is that we live in a three-reality world. 

Historically and religiously, many of the planet's inhabitants have been accessing the 

power and resources of only two of the three worlds - the Upper World and the Middle 

World, or Ordinary Reality. The Upper World has been identified religiously as 

"heaven" and in Shamanic terms is similar but with fewer limiting boundaries. Middle 

World or Ordinary Reality is the normal reality that most of us experience when 

awake. The Lower World, with its grounding earthy energy and assistance from power 

animals and non-ordinary energies has been forgotten or deemed off-limits in 

younger religious approaches. When individuals experience healing through Shamanic 

ways they regain their access to the additional third dimension of power that they 

may have been missing. Essentially they are gifted with an additional set of resources 

to assist them to live a whole, empowered life.  

In the forward to Tom Cowan's Yearning for the Wind [3], Sandra Ingerman, Marriage 

and Family therapist, Professional Mental Health Counselor, and Shamanic 

Practitioner. writes "Once upon a time a spell was cast upon people across the land. 

The spell made people believe we are all separate beings with no connection to each 

other and no connection with nature or the rest of life. The spell continued with the 

belief that anything we could not see, hear, feel, smell, or taste with our ordinary 

senses did not exist. And the spell caused people to believe that only humans had a 

soul, which a punishing God judges the nature of. Happiness only came from financial 

gain, collecting material objects, and having power over people, the animal world, and 

all of nature. The spell also set the belief that individuals were not creative and their 

role was to behave and conform to society.  

The effect of this spell put people to sleep. They forgot about the beauty of life and 

their own soul's purpose. The light went out of people's eyes as the old knowledge of 

how to talk to nature was forgotten. Empty gazes and looks of fear and desperation 

replaced the light. The veils between the worlds closed down. Magical thinking was 

replaced by reductionist thinking. The magic was gone along with people’s souls. 

These were dark times indeed." 

Today the work of the Shamanic Practitioner helps to restore power to individuals so 

that they are released from the spell and can live their lives fully and creatively with 

light in their eyes.  



 


