Dark Side
of the Shaman

Michael Fobes Brown

In this brief but vital treatise, Michael Fobes Brown
gives evidence of what every field ethnographer who
has observed traditional curing firsthand has always
known: that despite the romanticism with which the
shaman is held by the West, a careful analysis of the
shaman’s role in the Third World discloses a dark side.
Brown'’s work among the Aguaruna Indians of the
tropical forest of northeastern Peru illustrates that
life-threatening illness is attributed to sorcerers who
attack their victims with deadly spirit darts. In itself,
the presence of sorcery at such a level is ordinarily
considered by anthropologists as an index of social
tension and strain between members of a society. Here
sorcerets are ordinary people whose envy and spite lead
them to attack their neighbors with magical darts.
Aguaruna shaman (iwishin), whose job is to remove
the darts from. the victim, also have been given spirit
darts from an instructor who, as is the case with
sorcerers, trained each in their use of these special

- powers to cure or kill. Ironically, the shamans’ darts

also have the power to kill and bewitch, causing them
to come under suspicion of sorcery themselves while
simultaneously heightening the ordinary fears of
patients and their families, who dread an attack during
treatment. Anthropologists look for the functions of
culture traits and institutions in societies. The fact that
only shamans can identify sorcerers and effect cures for
their attacks perpetuates the belief in sorcery and
sustains a high level of anxiety in Aguaruna society.
On the other hand, sorcery beliefs function positively
to provide the Aguaruna with rules for proper behavior
and explanations for misfortune where no others exist.
In our culture, however, Brown argues that New
Agers’ substitution of shamanism for Western
biomedicine ignores the cultural context of traditional
curing, and, in fact, they “brush aside its stark truths”
of violence and death.

Reprinted with permission from Natural History,
November 1989, pp. 8-10. Copyright © 1989 the Ameri-
can Museum of Natural History.

SANTA FE, NEW MEXICO, IS A STRONGHOLD OF
that eclectic mix of mysticism and folk medicine
called “New Age” thought. The community bul-
letin board of the public library, just around the
corner from the plaza and the venerable Palace of
the Governors, serves as a central bazaar for spiri-
tual guides advertising instruction in alternative
healing methods. Many of these workshops—
for example, classes in holistic massage and re-
birthing-—have their philosophical roots in the
experiments of the 1960s. Others resist easy classi-
fication: What, I've wondered, is Etheric Body
Healing and Light Body Work, designed to “res-
onate the light forces within our being”? For
thirty-five dollars an hour, another expert offers
consultations in “defense and removal of psychic
attack.” Most of the classes, however, teach the
healing arts of non-Western or tribal peoples. Of
particular interest to the New Agers of Santa Fe is
the tradition known as shamanism.

_Shamans, who are found in societies all over
the world, are believed to communicate directly
with spirits to heal people struck down by illness.
Anthropologists are fond of reminding their stu-
dents that shamanism, not prostitution, is the
world’s oldest profession. When, in my role as cu-
rious ethnographer, I've asked Santa Feans about
their interest in this exotic form of healing, they
have expressed their admiration for the beauty of
the shamanistic tradition, the ability of shamans
to “get in touch with their inner healing powers,”
and the superiority of spiritual treatments over
the impersonal medical practice of our own soci-
ety. Fifteen years ago, I would have sympathized
with these romantic ideas. Two years of fieldwork
in an Amazonian society, however, taught me that
there is peril in the shaman'’s craft.

A man I shall call Yankush is a prominent
shaman among the Aguaruna, a native people
who make their home in the tropical forest of
northeastern Peru. Once feared headhunters, the
Aguaruna now direct their considerable energies
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to cultivating cash crops and protecting their lands
from encroachment by settlers fleeing the poverty of
Peru’s highland and coastal regions.

Yankush is a vigorous, middle-aged man known
for his nimble wit and ready laugh. Like every other
able-bodied man in his village, Yankush works hard
to feed his family by hunting, fishing, and helping
his wife cultivate their fields. But when his kinfolk
or friends fall ill, he takes on the role of iwishin—
shaman—diagnosing the cause of the affliction and
then, if possible, removing the source of the ailment
from the patient’s body.

In common with most peoples who preserve a
lively shamanistic heritage, the Aguaruna believe
that life-threatening illness is caused by sorcerers.
Sorcerers are ordinary people who, driven by spite
or envy, secretly introduce spirit darts into the bod-
ies of their victims. If the dart isn’t soon removed by
a shaman, the victim dies. Often the shaman de-
scribes the dart as a piece of bone, a tiny thorn, a spi-
der, or a blade of grass.

The Aguaruna do not regard sorcery as a quaint
and colorful bit of traditional lore. It is attempted
homicide, plain and simple. That the evidence of
sorcery can only be seen by a shaman does not di-
minish the ordinary person’s belief in the reality of
the sorcerer’s work, any more than our inability to
see viruses with the naked eye leads us to question
their existence. The Aguaruna insist that sorcerers,
when discovered, must be executed for the good of
society.

Shaman and sorcerer might seem locked in a sim-
ple struggle of good against evil, order against
chaos, but things are not so straightforward. Sha-
mans and sorcerers gain their power from the same
source, both receiving spirit darts from a trusted in-
structor. Because the darts attempt to return to their
original owner, apprentice shamans and sorcerers
must induce them to remain in their bodies by puri-
fying themselves. They spend months in jungle iso-
lation, fasting and practicing sexual abstinence. By
wrestling with the terrifying apparitions that come
to plague their dreams, they steel themselves for a
life of spiritual struggle.

There the paths of sorcerer and shaman divide.
The sorcerer works in secret, using spirit darts to in-
flict suffering on his enemies. The shaman operates
in the public eye and uses his own spirit darts to
thwart the sorcerer’s schemes of pain and untimely
death. (I say “he” because to my knowledge all

Aguaruna shamans are men. Occasionally, however,
a woman is accused of sorcery.) Yet because sha-
mans possess spirit darts, and with them the power
to kill, the boundary between sorcerer and shaman
is sometimes indistinct.

The ambiguities of the shaman’s role were
brought home to me during a healing session I at-
tended in Yankush’s house. The patients were two
women: Yamanuanch, who complained of pains in
her stomach and throat, and Chapaik, who suffered
discomfort in her back and lower abdomen. Their
illnesses did not seem life threatening, but they were
persistent enough to raise fears that sorcery was at
the root of the women'’s misery.

As darkness fell upon us, the patients and their
kin waited for Yankush to enter into a trance in-
duced by a bitter, hallucinogenic concoction he had
taken just before sunset (it is made from a vine
known as ayahuasca). While the visitors exchanged
gossip and small talk, Yankush sat facing the wall of
his house, whistling healing songs and waving a
bundle of leaves that served as a fan and soft rattle.
Abruptly, he told the two women to lie on banana
leaves that had been spread on the floor, so that he
could use his visionary powers to search their bodies
for tiny points of light, the telltale signature of the
sorcerer’s darts. As Yankush’s intoxication in-
creased, his meditative singing gave way to violent
retching. Gaining control of himself, he sucked nois-
ily on the patients’ bodies in an effort to remove the
darts.

Family members of the patients shouted words of
concern and support. “Others know you are curing.
They can hurt you, be careful!” one of the spectators
warned, referring to the sorcerers whose work the
shaman hoped to undo. Torn by anxiety, Chapaik’s
husband addressed those present: “Who has done
this bewitching? If my wife dies, I could kill any
man out of anger!” In their cries of encouragement -
to Yankush, the participants expressed their high re-
gard for the difficult work of the shaman, who at this
point in the proceedings was frequently doubled
over with nausea caused by the drug he had taken.

Suddenly there was a marked change of atmo-
sphere. A woman named Chimi called out excitedly,
“If there are any darts there when she gets back
home, they may say that Yankush put them there. So
take them all out!” Chimi's statement was an unusu-
ally blunt rendering of an ambivalence implicit in all
relations between Aguaruna shamans and their
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clients. Because shamans control spirit darts, people
fear that a shaman may be tempted to use the cover
of healing as an opportunity to bewitch his own
clients for personal reasons. The clients therefore re-
mind the shaman that they expect results—and if
such results are not forthcoming, the shaman him-
self may be suspected of, and punished for, sorcery.

Yankush is such a skilled healer that this threat
scarcely caused him to miss a step. He sucked nois-
ily on Yamanuanch’s neck to cure her sore throat
and, after singing about the sorcery darts lodged in
her body, announced she would recover. For good
measure, he recommended injections of a commer-
cial antibiotic. Yankush also took pains to emphasize
the intensity of his intoxication. Willingness to en-
dure the rigors of a large dose of ayhausca is a sign of
his good faith as a healer. “Don’t say I wasn't intoxi-
cated enough,” he reminded the participants.

As Yankush intensified his singing and rhythmic
fanning of the leaf-bundle, he began to have visions
of events taking place in distant villages. Suddenly
he cried out, “In Achu they killed a person. A sor-
cerer was killed.” “Who could it be?” the other par-
ticipants asked one another, but before they could
reflect on this too long, Yankush had moved on to
other matters. “I'm concentrating to throw out sick-
ness, like a tireless jaguar,” he sang, referring to
Chapaik, who complained of abdominal pains.
“With my help she will become like the tapir, which
doesn’t know how to refuse any kind of food.”

After two hours of arduous work, Yankush
steered the healing session to its conclusion by reas-
suring the patients that they were well on their way
to recovery. “In her body the sickness will end,” he
sang. “It’s all right. She won’t die. It’s nothing,” he
added, returning to a normal speaking voice. Before
departing, the patients and their kin discussed the
particulars of Yankush’s dietary recommendations
and made plans for a final healing session to take
place at a later date. As the sleepy participants left
Yankush’s house for their beds in other parts of the
village, they expressed their contentment with the
results of his efforts.

During the year I lived near Yankush, he con-
ducted healing sessions like this one about twice a
month. Eventually, I realized that his active practice
was only partly a matter of choice. To allay suspi-
cions and demonstrate his good faith as a healer, he
felt compelled to take some cases he might other-
wise have declined. Even so, when I traveled to

other villages, people sometimes asked me how I
could live in a community where a “sorcerer” prac-
ticed on a regular basis.

When a respected elder died suddenly of un-
known causes in 1976, Yankush came under extraor-
dinary pressure to identify the sorcerer responsible.
From the images of his ayahuasca vision he drew the
name of a young man from a distant region who
happened to be visiting a nearby village. The man
was put to death in a matter of days. Because
Yankush was widely known to have fingered the
sorcerer, he became the likely victim of a reprisal
raid by members of the murdered man’s family.
Yankush’s willingness to accept this risk in order to
protect his community from future acts of sorcery
was a source of his social prestige, but it was also a
burden. I rarely saw him leave his house without a
loaded shotgun. :

In calling attention to the violent undeicurrents
of shamanism, my intention is not to disparage the
healing traditions of the Aguaruna or of any other
tribal people. I have no doubt that the cathartic
drama I witnessed in Yankush’s house made the two
patients feel better. Medical anthropologists agree
that rituals calling forth expressions of community
support and concern for sick people often lead to a
marked improvement in their sense of well-being,
Shamans also serve their communities by adminis-
tering herbal medications and other remedies and
even, as in Yankush'’s case, helping to integrate tra-
ditional healing arts with the use of modern phar-
maceuticals. At the same time, however, they help
sustain a belief in sorcery that exacts a high price in
anxiety and, from time to time, in human life.

In their attempts to understand this negative cur-
rent, anthropologists have studied how shamanism
and accusations of sorcery define local patterns of
power and control. Belief in sorcery, for example,
may provide a system of rules and punishments in
societies that lack a police force, written laws, and a
formal judicial system. It helps people assign a cause
to their misfortunes. And it sustains religions that
link human beings with the spirit world and with
the tropical forest itself.

What I find unsettling, rather, is that New Age
America seeks to embrace shamanism without any
appreciation of its context. For my Santa Fe acquain-
tances, tribal lore is a supermarket from which they
choose some tidbits while spurning others. They
program computers or pursue other careers by day
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so that by night they can wrestle with spirit-jaguars
and search for their power spots. Yankush'’s lifetime
of discipline is reduced to a set of techniques for per-
sonal development, stripped of links to a specific
landscape and cultural tradition.

New Age enthusiasts are right to admire the
shamanistic tradition, but while advancing it as an
alternative to our own healing practices, they brush

aside its stark truths. For throughout the world,
shamans see themselves as warriors in a struggle
against the shadows of the human heart. Shaman-
ism affirms life but also spawns violence and death.
The beauty of shamanism is matched by its power—
and like all forms of power found in society, it in-
spires its share of discontent.
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