The Nature of Shamanic Consciousness

The purpose of this thesis is to explore a system of thought, belief, and action that can be used to affect the human body in healing ways.  As a foundation for this process, I have chosen to use the archetype of the shaman as one of the most powerful examples of the ways that humans have been surviving throughout their history.  This universal symbol has provided me a visionary model of a more integral paradigm for living my life more fully and maintaining my own health, as well as supporting others to do the same.  It is my belief that the most basic principles of a shamanic worldview are at work in all human cultures in one symbolic form or another.  The question of degree is more a function of how consciously or unconsciously the members of a given group hold these sacred principles.   

To establish what I mean by the use of the word shaman, I define it generally as someone designated in a social group serving as the healing authority figure that uses various psycho-spiritual techniques to accomplish a balanced state of being within the individual and their community.  Most often the term shaman is used in describing the medicine men/women of tribal societies.   Over the last century, there has been a large body of knowledge accumulated by anthropologists, ethnologists, ethnobotanists, psychologists, doctors, and theologians (to name only a few) regarding these enigmatic individuals.  To the modern civilized mind, the thought of these “medicine men” often brings with it the image of a savage, if not brutal, superstitious belief system.  But as we look deeper into their way of life, and suspend our fears and conditioning about how things work in our scientific paradigm, we can begin to get a felt sense that there is something of value to be learned there.  

“The shaman, then, is defined both by practices and intent:  Shamanic practice involves the ability to move in and out of a special state of consciousness at will, a notion of a guardian spirit complex, and has the purpose of healing others (Achterberg, 1985, p.13).  “The paths of the shaman are first and foremost spiritual.  It is here, as ‘technicians of the sacred’ that their expertise resides, and here where their success is measured by their own cultures’ yardsticks” (p.12).  “The adaptive character of shamanism is confirmed by its ubiquitous appearance around the world, not only in hunter-gatherer and fishing societies, but in centralized societies as well”  (Krippner, 2000, p.1).

To develop a sense of the epistemology (or ways of knowing) that the shaman uses, it would be useful to consider how they might perceive themselves as well as their relationship to the cosmos that they place themselves within.  This awareness of inner and outer reality (or consciousness) seems to be brought forth through an immense signal system.  The shaman seems to have evolved a complex group of techniques to decipher this signal system, by altering their state of consciousness.  This appears to allow them to see and interact with their environment in a participatory way that has been lost to Western civilization for thousands of years.  According to Jamie Sams, a Native American female shaman, it is a practice of looking or seeing in a way that is unlike the modern way.  “And so you extend your perception peripherally with your eyes.  Vision is then refined to see things differently so that patterns are discerned – which are basically lines of energy that come together in different ways” (Freke, 1999, p.16).  Within these patterns, there are sound connections and the entire system of correspondences and inter-relationships are seen within a multisensory epistemology.  She further states, “Everything is interconnected.  Everything is alive.  As a result of this perception, there comes with it a deep respect for every living thing that allows you to walk gently on the Earth and in harmony with it.  If there are chaotic experiences that come up, you can still move through them because you see them as opportunity instead of tragedy.  This is part of understanding that life is an initiation” (p.16).  Only by temporarily shedding the accepted perceptual logic of her culture can the shaman hope to enter into relation with other species on their own terms; only by altering the common organization of her senses will she be able to enter into a rapport with the multiple nonhuman sensibilities that animate the local landscape.  

The indigenous mind experiences its own consciousness as simply one form of awareness among many others.  Herein lies the major difference between the shaman’s worldview and Western civilization’s worldview.  To the scientific/logic - oriented mind, the key assumption is that the natural world is predominately mechanical and determinant.  Anything regarded as mysterious, powerful, and beyond human understanding must therefore be of some other, nonphysical realm above nature, or ‘supernatural’.  In this paradigm, the natural world is not attributed to having “awareness” since only human beings have intelligent, sentient souls.  This enables the human to have an affinity with an eternal or divine dimension outside the bodily world, and sets us radically apart from, or above, all other forms of life.  As a result, nature was concluded to exist for no other reason than to serve humankind, and to serve as mere scenery - a pleasant backdrop for more pressing human concerns.  And the bodily senses became something mistrusted for its subjective input.  But to avoid this Euro-centric bias, which has its roots in early Hebraic, Greek and Christian philosophies, an observer must be able to consider that the shaman’s multisensory awareness should not so readily be interpreted as supernatural.  Nor should it be viewed as realms entirely internal to the personal psyche of the practitioner.  “It is not by sending his awareness out beyond the natural world that the shaman makes contact with the purveyors of life and health, nor by journeying into his personal psyche; rather, it is by propelling his awareness laterally, outward into the depths of the landscape at once both sensuous and psychological, into the living dream that we share with the soaring hawk, the spider, and the stone silently sprouting lichens on its course surface” (Abram, 1996, p. 10).

This way of seeing recognizes that the sensing body draws its sustenance – in fact, its very substance, from the soils, plants, and elements that surround it.  In turn, the body continually contributes itself to that same environment so that it is very difficult to discern, at any given moment, precisely where the living body begins and where it ends.  In this experience, the body is the very means of entering into relation with all things.  There is a communication happening at every point, every move, and at every breath.     

Symbols and Language

To understand and get a new perspective on the multisensory signal system that characterizes shamanic epistemologies, it could be useful to reflect upon the development of universal human language itself.  “By affirming that the other animals have their own languages, and that even the rustling of the leaves in an oak tree or an aspen grove is itself a kind of voice, oral peoples bind their senses to the shifting sounds and gestures of the local earth, and thus ensure that their own ways of speaking remain informed by the life of the land” (Abram, 1996, p. 256).  The shaman recognizes a permeable membrane between the human and more-than-human realms.  By regularly shedding the sensory constraints induced by a common language and text, he or she keeps the human discourse from rigidifying.  The shaman ensures that the perceptual membrane stays porous to achieve attunement between the human community and the animate earth.  

This interaction between human, land, and the realm of the spirit world, are indeed the primordial roots of human language.  Ancient writing signified a conglomeration of marks and pictorial symbols whose images corresponded to what was observed in the natural world.  “Our first writing, clearly, was our own tracks, our footprints, our handprints in mud or ash pressed upon the rock.  Later, perhaps, we found that by copying distinctive prints and scratches made by other animals we could gain a new power.  Here was a method of identifying with the other animal, taking on its expressive magic in order to learn its whereabouts, to draw it near, to make it appear” (p. 96).  To inscribe these markings on the wall of a cave may well have been a way of placing oneself in distant contact with the Other - whether to invoke its influence or to exert one’s own.  

Eventually, these symbols developed into a more conventionalized pictographic system such as the Egyptian hieroglyphics.  These systems contained what scholars refer to as ideograms, which are often pictorial characters that refer not to the visible entity that it explicitly pictures, but to some quality or other phenomenon that can be associated with that entity (p.97).  For example, the pictographic image of the jaguar with its feet off the ground might come to signify “speed”.  The significance of this new development in how humans made symbols for communication is that it marked the shift of sensory participation away from the voices and gestures of the land, and into a human-made substitution for those images.  The inscriptions were now portable, thus making it possible for interpretation of meaning that could then be taken outside of its environmental context.   The ancient ideographic scripts eventually evolved into a vast number of stylized glyphs or characters since every term in the language had its own written character.    Complete knowledge of the pictographic system, therefore, could only be the province of a few highly trained individuals (p. 99).

Around 1500 B.C.E., an innovation was made (by Hebrew scribes) where every basic sound, or syllable, of the language had its own written character, allowing far fewer characters to be learned.  This early phonetic alphabet was the first attempt to associate a human sound with a written glyph, rather than using a symbolic representation of the term being described.  “The twenty-two letters of the original Semitic aleph-beth were all consonants.  Thus, in order to read a written text written in traditional Hebrew, one had to infer the appropriate vowel sounds from the consonantal context, and add them when sounding out the written syllables” (p. 241).  It was not until later, when the Greeks adapted the ancient Semitic aleph-beth for their own use (probably in the eighth century B.C.E.) that vowel characters were added. 

While the mouth utters consonant sounds when the lips, tongue, and throat that momentarily obstructs the flow of breath as they form various shapes and constrictions, the vowels are those sounds that are made by the unimpeded breath itself.  “The vowels, that is to say, are nothing other than sounded breath.  And the breath, for the ancient Semites, was the very mystery of life and awareness, a mystery inseparable from the invisible ruach – the holy wind or spirit.  It is possible, then, that the Hebrew scribes refrained from creating distinct letters for the vowel-sounds in order to avoid making a visible representation of the invisible, or the unknowable” (p. 241).  These Hebrew texts required a willful engagement and constant attention to contextual meaning because of its absence of written vowels.   This lends a deeply interactive and interpretive character to the Jewish community’s understanding of its own most sacred teachings.  The act of reading these early written systems moved the reader into a highly unique experience where the meaning of the letters on the page were imbued with nuances for which the phonetically enhanced scripts that were developed later could not provide.  The Greek texts that came later seemed to lend themselves to only a single correct reading that solidified the sounds and meanings so they could become habitual, automatic, and more static.  In contrast to this way of communicating, the oral cultures of indigenous people have preserved a method of communicating that stays rooted in the animated land and air that surrounds them.  Once the written letters were converted into the changeless quality of written texts and sounds, other human senses became emphasized over the ones previously used to gather information from the natural world.  This shift of emphasis caused the voices of the forest, and of the rivers and mountains, to begin to fade into silence.  It is the shaman’s role and function to keep pushing the boundaries of consciousness to keep the self-containing tendencies of the developed psyche and ego in check.  

By turning away from the ordinary sensory world, humankind could now reflect and ponder upon its written creations.  According to Socrates and Plato, humans could now be freed to contemplate the world of Ideas - the pure and eternal forms that, alone, truly exist.  This represents a pivotal shift away from the representation of the sensible phenomenon that had previously called forth the spoken utterance of the object, to now orient consciousness to the more human realm of an independent self.

Rituals and Techniques of the Shaman

In conjunction with the development of language and symbols, the enactment of rituals provided an opportunity for human communities to express its conception of reality into a social setting.  For the shaman, ritual is a stylized technology – one whose symbols and metaphors may well trigger healing, relieve suffering, and provide a link between the ordinary world and those purportedly traversed by the shaman (Krippner, 2000, p. 93).  These step-by-step activities (such as the placement of ceremonial objects, the burning of sage, the singing or chanting songs for the spirits, called icaros) provide a structure for acting out the shaman’s relationship to the intention he or she wishes to accomplish.  

The development of rituals most likely resulted because early humans had to become aware of potentially dangerous environmental objects and activities.  They needed to have explanatory stories (enacted as mythic rituals) at their disposal to navigate through the contingencies of daily encounters and challenges (Krippner, 2000, p. 97).  These early rationalizations for unseen and unpredictable events likely served as an important evolutionary trait for alleviating stress and anxiety.  For the shaman, all things and events are interconnected into a vast network that is informed by a knowable signal system.  Shamanic states of consciousness were the first steps toward deciphering (or deconstructing) this signal system and this was made possible once humanity’s symbolic capacity matured.  This knowledge was gained from the shaman’s skill in achieving altered states of consciousness, which are considered by them as a journey into other realms of existence.  These can be induced by a variety of techniques which include: “ingesting mind-altering plants, chanting, concentrating, dancing, drumming, jumping, fasting, running, visualizing, participating in sexual activity, refraining from sexual activity, engaging in lucid dreaming, and going without sleep.  Rarely is one procedure used in isolation” (Krippner, 2000, pp. 100-101).  They are combined with ritual to achieve a specific outcome or intention.  

Symbolic manipulation is apparent in shamanic rituals, and altered states often help to access these symbols. Symbols are more than ritual markers that denote the beginning, middle, or end of the process; they serve as keys that unlock the door to a full participation in the ritual, taking participants into another order of reality where spirits come to life and healing dramas unfold.  These symbols are the shaman’s way of distilling the journey and presenting information in a way the community can appreciate.  From a Western perspective, these symbols may seem only as crude representations of other things, but for the shaman and their community, these become – they actually are – what the shaman says they represent.  For example, when the shaman wears the skin of a power animal and dances in the ritual, it is the animal dancing and not just a man wearing a skin in some theatrical rendition.  Therefore the effectiveness of the ritual seems to depend upon a fully conscious engagement of the senses, beliefs, and cosmologies of all the participants, that culminates into climactic unity.  

Research into certain shamanic states of consciousness, particularly those induced by a hallucinogenic plant brew called ayahuasca, has suggested intriguing theories regarding knowledge that has been obtained by the ayahuasqueros who use this technique.  Jeremy Narby, an anthropologist who has done impressive research on this subject, stated:  “Here are people without electron microscopes who chose among 80,000 Amazonian plant species, the leaves of a bush containing a hallucinogenic brain hormone, which they combine with a vine containing substances that inactivate an enzyme of the digestive tract, which would otherwise block the hallucinogenic effect.  And they do this to modify their consciousness.  It is as if they knew about the molecular properties of plants and the art of combining them, and when one asks them how they know these things, they say their knowledge comes directly from the plants” (Narby, 1998, p.11).

Narby’s investigations led him to formulate the following working hypothesis:  “In their visions, shamans take their consciousness down to the molecular level and gain access to information related to DNA, which they call “animate essences” or “spirits”.  This is where they see double helixes, twisted ladders, and chromosome shapes.  This is how shamanic cultures have known for millennia that the vital principle is the same for all living beings and is shaped like two entwined serpents… DNA is the source of their astonishing botanical and medicinal knowledge, which can be attained only in defocalized and “nonrational” states of consciousness, though its results are empirically verifiable.  The myths of these cultures are filled with biological imagery.  And the shaman’s metaphoric explanations correspond quite precisely to the descriptions that biologists are starting to provide” (p.117).  Whether this information is thought to be coming from inside the brain, or from the outside world of the plants themselves, would probably be irrelevant for the shaman.  But Narby eventually came to the conclusion that it is likely both at the same time.  

Imagination and the Power of Belief

The essence of the shaman’s ability to heal seems to be contained in the rituals performed and not in what is normally conceived of as medicine.  When healing rituals are consistent with a patient’s belief system, they will use them with faith and hope.  When hope returns, the patient feels less depressed, stronger, and more energetic.  These factors form the foundation for all healing.  In addition, evidence of trust in the healer’s purpose and power forges an invisible bond between them and the person seeking health.  They enter into a sacred partnership of intentions, which can result in unexplainable (for Western science) physiological changes in the patient.  The common feature of these curative encounters is that they serve to alter the images or the expectancy that the person holds regarding the state of their health.  The inner workings of the imagination become the focal point for the shaman to skillfully influence in order to restore balance within the patient.  While this is a source of skepticism and discomfort for the scientific mind to allow, there is a basic assumption that the shaman uses.   The human body is seen as the most concrete manifestation of the illusionary realms that make up mind and soul.  “It is there, in the body, in its state of relative health or sickness, that the harmony of the person with the cosmos is portrayed.  The body has no secrets; it never lies.  Neither the sins of omission or commission in the environment, nor past and present thoughts, can pass without leaving their corporeal mark”  (Achterberg, 1985, p. 5).   

The shaman could be considered a master of the placebo effect, which remains uncharted territory for the modern medical establishment (although it is well documented and identified as having a substantial influence on health and disease).  A placebo refers to “any effect attributable to a pill, potion, or procedure, but not to its pharmacodynamic or specific properties.  It is the effect we ourselves produce on our bodies through what we strongly hope, imagine, or expect.  A placebo gives people permission to heal through the strength of their own belief (Justice, 2000, p.301).  

The shaman merely provides the enactment, or the visible demonstration of these powerful energies in a way that is consistent with the patient’s conception of the way things work in the universe.  This also speaks to the power of suggestion that a healer has, and the profound influence that he/she will have on the attitudes and beliefs of a patient and thus affect the course of the illness or recovery.  The suggestion may be given intentionally or not and may do good or harm.  “In fact, images are so readily translated into physical change that dying from having been given a feared diagnosis by a credible physician is just as feasible as a hex death is to a cursed Haitian.  Such cases are no longer questioned by the Western medical community, and many have been reported in the scientific literature” (Achterberg, 1985, p. 78).

Perspectives from Modern day Indigenous Shamans

Attempting to describe the qualities of a type of consciousness that has been lost and forgotten from my own lineage for several millennia, is admittedly a tricky undertaking and subject to many assumptions and oversimplifications on my part.  I will include in this section a sample of quotes that help to describe the perspectives of a few modern day shamans regarding the healing of self, community, and the environment – in their own words.

Malidoma Some` is one of the most prolific writers on the subject that I have ever found.  He is a man who currently lives in Oakland, California, whose mission in life is to educate Westerners in the ways of his people.  He is from a tribe called the Dagara, located in West Africa.  I have attended several of his speaking engagements throughout the San Francisco Bay Area, and he has inspired and influenced my interest in shamanism extensively over the past few years.    

“…There’s still a mystery around what it is that Africans really believe in.  Because when you look at it from the outside it has the look of superstition.  When translated literally, it just doesn’t echo.  It doesn’t make sense.  And this is because a lot of African spirituality is surrounded by silence and hiddenness.  As if there is a fear that disclosure will disempower the material immediately.  And so there is a collective approach to shamanic power as a thing that is kept alive under the mantle of silence.  And they do that very well.  This is the reason why among some of my worst critics are Africans who think I’ve disempowered African Shamanism by exposing it in this manner.  And to some degree they’re right.  But we are moving into an extremely accelerated time that requires world cultures to come together to create a certain unity in this world.  In that context, they’re not right.  They are not keeping up with the reality that is happening.  In this kind of situation, if Africa doesn’t contribute there will be a huge missing link somewhere” (Freke, 1999, pp. 26-27).

Today, while most people in the West enjoy material affluence, villagers in Africa suffer hunger and poverty.  But here, perhaps, is a case where the material and the spiritual are working independently toward the same end.  Africa’s material scarcity may be symptomatic of a deeper global problem pertaining to soul and Spirit.  While the Third World is experiencing the immediacy of the people’s need for healing in the area of physical hunger, the West is awakening to a spiritual hunger so dramatic as to be almost frightening.  Like the famished cows in the Pharaoh’s dream, the modern psyche dangles and zigzags this way and that way with a mighty intent to devour anything that smells ancient and spiritual.  The converging paths of these two worlds may ultimately enable material abundance to silence the Third World body’s cries for nourishment and the cries of the Westerner’s hungering soul” (Some`, 1998, p. 15).

The next quote comes from Miguel A. Kavlan, who was born in Bolivia, and obtained an M.A. in Anthropology and Philosophy in the U.S.   He has been an apprentice to an American Indian shaman for fifteen years, and has also worked closely with an Amazonian shaman for over eight years. 

“So a shaman is a person who has the capacity, the inclination, and the desire to engage the forces of the universe and can do so in a way that results in a beautiful end for himself, for people he is helping and for life in general.  There are many different forces that can be used for each different purpose.  Everywhere in the world has the sun and the moon in the sky, the earth beneath us, and the four directions all around us.  So these are the main forces that shamans all over the world work with.  But then there are other things, like beings from different planets, the stars, spiritual guides from many dimensions, the ancestors, as well as the spirits specific to places – brooks, waterfalls, mountain tops, ravines, etc. – and spirits of plants, animals, and stones (Freke, 1999, p. 41).

Lama Khemsar Rinpoche is a Tibetan Lama of the Yungdrung Bon tradition whose monastery is Pungmo-Gon in South Tibet.  He is now the Spiritual Director of the Yungdrung Bon Study Center in Britain of which he is the founder, the only center of its kind in Europe.  He had the following perspective on the causes of illness:

“… Science has done very fascinating things – treating human beings with different methods of medicines.  But we understand that what is lacking in modern medical science is that they are just looking into the symptoms, which is secondary cause.  The Law of cause and effect is one of the main subjects in our teachings.  We are all accountable for what we do and what we did.  This is the root cause of all our sufferings, which must be purified first.  

In science there is no understanding of root cause.  They know about a virus, keeping clean, healthy hygienic laws – which is great.  In the West people take a shower every day in the name of hygiene and brush teeth.  And keep the environment clean.  Food clean.  Must be very, very clean.  But there are people in the world, in Nepal, in India, in Tibet, who have one shower once a year!  Very rarely brush their teeth.  Don’t do anything.  But they have no diseases such as AIDS and cancer and tuberculosis and dangerous things.  They are the healthiest persons.  Why?  Because they don’t have the root cause to have these cancers and diseases.  You have these cancers here even though you are taking great care of your health, because you have never thought about the root cause.  So root cause is most important.

For instance, if you are treating cancer here in hospital today, you have different methods of treating which is very good.  But I would say it is only secondary cause that you are treating.  You must do a naga prayer, naga ritual, naga rectification, and appeasing first.  Then you are released from the source of the problem.  Sources must be cured first.  As soon as sources are cured then you can use any medicine and they will work.  This is what I am trying to do.  This is my tradition” (Freke, 1999, p. 78).

Merging Shamanism and Modern Science 

The healing approach of the shaman first emphasizes augmenting the power of the sick person, and only secondarily to counteract the power of the illness-producing agent.  Although this fundamental approach seems to be in the reverse order of modern allopathic medical approaches, the more recent discoveries in medical science support a similar description of the disease process.  Namely, that the so-called primary external causes of major illnesses (such as viruses, bacteria, and other invisible agents in the environment) are a threat to health only when a person’s natural protective systems develop a weakness.  The main insight that shamanism seems to contribute to the system of natural protection is that it is not the tools, drugs, or rituals that heal in and of themselves, but it is the power endowed in them by the imagination of the patient.

According to the research and work of Jeanne Achterberg, one of the leading pioneers in the field of mind/body medicine, there is much evidence that the image making capacity of patients can greatly affect health and recovery from illness.  She has worked extensively with cancer patients using imagery therapies, and has identified several different types of imagery that can be used in various ways.

Receptive imagery describes the images that spontaneously emerge when we are in a deep state of relaxation, such as just before falling asleep or upon awakening.  These dream-like images appear to be received rather than consciously created.  Active imagery would be those images that you can consciously create to associate with various feelings or sensations.  For example, one might visualize the tightness felt in the back of their neck as stretched rubber bands.  Relief could then be further imaged as having the rubber bands come back to its normal size.  

“Most people choose to begin healing rituals by using concrete imagery, or biologically correct images.  Visual imagery of cells or tissues as they would look under a microscope or in an X-ray or CT scan, and auditory imagery of neck muscles ‘popping’ as they relax are examples of concrete images.  As people gain more experience with imagery, they often prefer to replace these biologically correct images with symbols, cartoons, or fantasy characters that tell a story” (Achterberg, Dossey, Kolkmeier, 1994, p. 40).  These become symbolic images, which make up a person’s unique healing story.  This is where the powerful effect of story and personal mythology come into play as the patient consciously becomes aware of, and participates in, their own hero’s journey. 

Process imagery is a process to image, step by step, what the patient’s progression toward their goal will look like in their own mind and heart.  It is most effective when it is based on a biologically correct pathway.  The images may be symbolic, but its mechanics or action must follow a system consistent with physical reality (p 41).  This is why it is so important for people who want to participate in their own healing to educate themselves as much as they can on the biological and physiological processes that are applicable to their condition.  Even information about how the medications work in the body can help with the image making process and enhance the patient’s beliefs that they will be effective.  With the assistance from the healer in which their trust is placed, a step-by-step method can be sketched or presented in model form for each stage of the process.  

“End State Imagery involves imagining the final, heal state.  For a broken leg, for instance, you would image yourself dancing or running with no impediment.  The image might be accompanied by a felt sense of movement, of muscles being used appropriately, hearing your firm steps on the pavement, and seeing yourself lithe, strong, and graceful.  The biological end-state might also be concretely imaged as a well-healed, strong bony formation in the area of the fracture.  The end state imagery should be used after the process imagery” (p.46).  

Another type would be general healing images, where a person, an event, or a thing is imaged to be a healing force that acts on specific parts of the body.  A popular example of this is light – either white or some other color associated with healing – that is often believed to have a spiritual or religious significance.  Another example would be when a wise entity or inner guide is sought and discovered through a meditative state.  “Whatever they are, the power of these images depends on how consistent they are with an individual’s personal beliefs” (p. 48).  

The way a person comes up with all of these types of images can be a valuable gateway into revealing their self-concept, their history, their beliefs, and how they might creatively design their own personal healing rituals for recovery.  People who are able to experience the most vivid mental imagery often have observable and measurable physiological responses.  Those responses seem to generate similar, but not necessarily identical, internal states as the actual stimuli themselves.  “For instance, during the visualization experiences, the visual cortex is normally activated, but the more peripheral visual pathways such as the pupil may or may not be involved.  Some investigators even suggest that the imagery is coded in special ways and transcends most of the sensory pathways altogether” (Achterberg, 1985, p. 114).  Research also shows that images are more powerful in situations that are emotionally charged, as opposed to situations of neutral or minimal emotion. 

The relationship between the transmitter chemicals and the imagination are becoming more important in recent findings.  “Serotonin production and/or inhibition, has been implicated in states of high imagery such as dream sleep, schizophrenia, and the response to lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD).”  (p. 136).  Changes in blood chemistry and blood gases are also associated with images, especially when induced by altered states of consciousness such as certain styles of meditation and deep relaxation requiring intense concentration on an object, word, or idea.  In terms of the brain functions involved, evidence supports that some imagery capacity is contained in all of the four lobes of the brain, but particularly in the frontal lobes.  This area has remained somewhat of a mystery, but tentative research does suggest it is involved in memory storage and emotion as well.  And this anterior frontal region is exceedingly well connected to the limbic areas, the part of the brain that processes emotion (p. 125).  This may explain why memory and emotion play such a key role in the effectiveness of imagery therapies.  “The extent to which physical functions can be consciously changed would depend on how much activity is recruited at the neural junctures, and subsequently how many patterns are activated” (p. 134).  It appears that the intensity that stored memories and emotion can generate would provide a powerful catalyst for new neural patterns to be formed and/or activated.

Behavioral and Social Science: Imagination as Psychotherapy

Now that some of the physiological responses have been briefly summarized, let us now turn to the behavioral and social sciences to consider what influences the imagination has in healing from that perspective.  Within this view, the “image” is treated as a hypothetical construct since it can not be observed directly.  It would be termed an intervening variable, for which the form and function of the image can only be implied by introducing an input variable and measuring an output variable.  Achterberg (1985) proposes that “although the position of the behavioral and social sciences may be incomplete, it is not invalid; and it effectively complements other levels of science in terms of helping us understand how the image interacts with behavior and ultimately with health” (p. 143).  As an intervening variable, imagery can be used as a tool for restructuring the meaning of a situation so that it no longer has the power to create distress.  This implies that the use of imagery becomes an important method of prevention from the disorders that are known to be either induced, or exacerbated by, stress.  And most every disease under scrutiny has been linked to stress in some way, including cardiovascular disease, arthritis, cancer, diabetes, the autoimmune disorders, to name only a few.  

The main tools for measuring results in the behavioral and social sciences are verbal reports and observable behavior, as opposed to blood analysis or x-rays.  Therefore, the subjective, or psychological factors exhibited by the patient make the emphasis shift more from a disease orientation, to an illness orientation.  The distinction between the two seems to depend on what the culturally appropriate definition of healing is.  Achterberg observed, “Based upon the data from physiology, biochemistry, and quantum physics, there can be no distinction between mental and physical disease, or a difference in territory of the medical and social/behavioral sciences.  Mental/physical, body/mind, are false dichotomies, peculiar to our culture. [For example] Schizophrenics have biochemical abnormalities; does that make schizophrenia a physical or mental disorder?” (p. 146).

But how exactly does imagery change behavior?  A researcher named Donald Meichenbaum has developed several techniques that use the imagination as a clinical tool, including “coping imagery” and “stress inoculation”.  The first phase of his work with patients involves developing self-awareness of both behaviors and internal events such as thoughts, feelings, and physiological reactions.  Secondly, new adaptive thoughts (images) are introduced to replace the distressing, maladaptive ones.  And finally, the person is encouraged to generalize the newly learned thoughts and behaviors outside of the clinic, in real life situations.  The underlying mechanisms of this treatment model are (1) a feeling of control which is gained as a function of rehearsing the images; (2) the changed internal dialogue that becomes associated with the maladaptive behaviors; and (3) the mental rehearsal of the adaptive responses (p. 150).  

The significance of Meichenbaum’s work is that while most of the research in the past on imagery concentrated on describing applications, his approach represents a much needed emphasis on solid experimental work to validate the pivotal process assumptions that underlie these procedures in a clinical setting.

Applications of Shamanic Consciousness in My Future Work

For me, the material presented in this thesis has a strong resonance with what I have found to be true in my own healing.  It reinforces my desire to work with others to explore the meaning of their illnesses in a way that is creative, and that empowers them to become more active participants in their own healing journey.  This offers them a sense of control for what often feels like a hopeless situation.  I feel that this approach is especially applicable to cancer and AIDS patients, and I seem drawn to bringing any contributions that I may have with my future work to those types of patients. 

I have thought about ways to combine my interests in personal coaching, with facilitating a small group of patients.  What I’m envisioning would be similar to a support group, but one that is guided to help the members craft their recovery plans with an emphasis of working on thoughts, beliefs, and behaviors that they might wish to look deeper into.  This could involve working with dreams and meditative states.  I would be particularly interested in finding out what specific dream images come up with the patients, and then encouraging them to work with them in imagery exercises (although images can come from many of the other senses and not just their dreams).  They could be drawn or painted, then shown and presented to other group members, and even used to create a talking dialogue with.  Since the effectiveness of this type of imagery work can also depend on the physiological correctness of biological structures, there would be an educational piece to the sessions as well.  The exercises would allow the patient to tell their stories in a new way, as never before.  The goal of this type of work would be to pay close attention to the presence of symbols and meanings that are highly personal to the patient, and encourage them to find creative ways to integrate their message into their lives.  That may mean finding a new way to communicate with their doctor, or uncover a persistent phobia, or point to a relationship issue with themselves or others, etc.  And at the same time, such a program would support the patient’s decision-making process in whatever combination of allopathic and/or alternative therapies they may choose.  

As I have experienced with cancer, the disease has a curious power – one that is able to grab the human psyche and shake it to its core.  By embracing the experience and gradually learning to stop struggling against it, I found that it was possible to discover and learn things about myself that I likely would not have been able to do otherwise.  The theme that seems to weave through shamanism as well as all the behavioral and social scientist’s research is that much of illness is caused by disharmony – disharmony with nature, with self, and especially with the community.  When the entire community becomes a healing network, when time is devoted to focusing acutely on the problem, and when the patient’s support system becomes active and obvious, healing of many ailments becomes possible.  Although creating such a community within the current medical care system seems like merely wishful thinking at times (or the dream of a person totally out of touch with current reality, period) I know that I can only start where I am.  I can only live by the wisdom of what I’ve learned, and hope that I can spread whatever value it has to those in my own circle of influence.  
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