
 

 

WHAT HAPPENED TO THE SHAMAN? 

 

Shamanism is practiced primarily in tribal cultures and village-

sized communities.  It is a one-man operation, scaled to service a 

small clientele.  When this form of social group was replaced by the 

urban state, adjustments were made.  The relatively large urban 

groups of Mesopotamia were based on irrigation agriculture, an 

economy requiring an orderly coordination of the community.  

Such regularity was produced in part by the agricultural calendar 

and the complex ritual observations connected with it.  So 

fundamental were these that neglect of them would create great 

unease.  The sacred acts of the community not only communicated 

with the spirits of earth and weather, but also preserved social order and pertained to 

practical questions which really affected people, such as when to open and shut certain 

irrigation channels.  This business could not be left to independent visionaries each of 

whom had his own particular access to the cosmic power structure. 

 The shamanic profession was a one-man operation not only because 

constituencies were apt to be small.  It appealed, Eliade says, to some of those who, in 

modern societies, would become psychotics.  It is in effect a way to mediate their 

psychosis and society, to turn their psychosis into a profession.  The shaman was an 

independent and isolated worker by definition.  His power dreams were his alone; his 

relationships with the spirit allies were his alone.  Powers that rise in part from inner 

sources are hard to share with colleagues, each of whom is a shaman, too, with his own 

relationship system in the power realms, and no two systems quite alike. 

 For the transition to the state this power relationship was externalized to lessen its 

uncontrollability and generalized to a caste of people to eliminate what Eliade calls the 

individual shamanic “vocation.”  This is the moment when shamanic individualism began 

to give way to the priestly profession.  In a priestly 

college there is a hierarchy, and each individual is not free to 

assert his or her own model of the whole.  A society’s 

transition from shaman to priest involves, therefore, the 

abandonment of the individual power vision in favor of a 

doctrine codified by the leaders of the priesthood. 

 In such a situation the shamanic inheritance could be 

dealt with in different ways.  The shamanic lore of spirit-

journeys and encounters could be sublimated into priestly 

myths and doctrines reoriented to serve the emerging state.  

Similarly, the drug-taking aspect of shamanic practice 

could be frozen into a communal ritual.  A group of 

people sitting around in a controlled ritual setting 

drinking a special concoction (whether amanita muscaria or 

something else) and reciting preordained texts is a far tamer 

and more socially manageable event than a set of separate shamanic performances.  

Alternatively, shamanism could be hidden in a special esoteric cult out of public view or, 

finally, shamanism could be cast out.  Eliade says that shamans “go underground” at this 

time.  Presumably he means that vestigial shamanism becomes an asocial stream of 
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activity cut off from the established religions of the emerging states, not unlike the 

Cynics and Orphics in Greece, the Pāśupatas in India, the 

Vratya of Atharva Veda XV, the modern Gypsies, and so on. 

 In such groups, vocations and transmissions must 

have become less clear, since these are matters of social 

legitimization, which was no longer a possibility.  Gradually 

a free play entered the teaching as the practitioners adopted 

elements from the official religions and philosophies of the 

states round which they moved as wanderers and partial 

outcasts.  Thus vestigial shamanic ways could begin to 

overlap with the birth of philosophy and to exercise influence 

upon it, like, say, the Orphic influence on the Pythagoreans, 

or the non-Vedic afterlife views which seem to have 

stimulated the doctrine of reincarnation in the Upanisads.  

Traditions about early “philosophers” in both Greece and 

India involve vestigial shamanic traits very 

prominently―wind and fire magic, raising the dead, 

sorcerers’ duels, flying, bilocation, and so on. 
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