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I.  Introduction to the Goals and Makeup of the Seminar


This is a follow-up report to participants in and supporters of a day-long seminar held on March 24, 2006 called “Shamanism and Violence: Academic and Practice Perspectives”.  This seminar, co-sponsored by the Office of the Chief Officer of Equity and Diversity and the Institute on Violence and Survival, Virginia Foundation for the Humanities, brought together a diverse group of individuals to start a discussion on what shamanic traditions in both western and non-western cultures can bring to the problems of mass violence worldwide.  The seminar was planned and co-facilitated by friend and colleague, Roberta Culbertson, and me, Rachel Mann.  

As one of the co-facilitators of the seminar, I am presenting this report as a streamlined version of our 7 hour conversation.  Needless to say, it is difficult to render on paper the many threads, topics, and even more pointedly, the incredible depth of conversation.  People brought an amazing level of engagement, sincerity and expertise to the table.  Extrapolating a dynamic, complex, and rich conversation from even the most detailed notes is challenging.  There is a tendency for what is said to be transferred to paper and “dumbed down” in translation.  To that end, rather than attempting to undertake a word-for-word rendition of the day’s conversation, this report will merely summarize and synthesize, adding the writers’ own knowledge of the subject as a framework for further reflection.


In such a transposition, there is the danger of misrepresenting or misremembering what was said.  I invite all those who were a part of this event to read this and contact me if there are things I have omitted or misstated.  Further, in the spirit of collaboration of this seminar, the material presented in this report is available to anyone present to incorporate in whatever way she or he sees fit into their lives and work.  
A. Initial Seminar Topic


The central question of the seminar was: “What can shamanic perspectives offer to the understanding and amelioration of the effects of violence and oppression?” The idea was to bring humanities scholars to the table with practitioners to discuss this question. Roberta and I defined practitioners for the purposes of the seminar as anyone who works in any advocacy, helping, teaching, ministry, and/or a leadership capacity with individuals and/or communities in need and/or seeking new knowledge.  The degree to which we must use the awkward conflation of the words “and/or” represents the fact that each individual who came to the table represented an intersection of many identities, roles, practices, and belief systems.  

The introductory overview of the topic framed our discussion for the day as follows:


In the early 21st century, the world faces war and violence and its consequences at every level, from nation to community to the individual.  From alcoholism and the high rate of accidental death on the Lakota Pine Ridge Reservation to endless terrorist acts on all sides of every conflict, from 9/11 and the ensuing War in Iraq to ongoing tensions in the Balkans and Chechnya, from genocide in parts of Africa to the subtler racism and poverty exposed by Hurricane Katrina, we are surrounded by evidence of human cruelty and destruction.  Many say we are at a critical turning point in human history…. In the West, scientists and scholars in the humanities and social sciences have studied various manifestations of violence and its amelioration.  The field of violence studies, hardly known fifteen years ago, is today rich with information and tools to parse the confusion and chaos that surround repeating cycles of violence, with a view to making an end to them conceivable….
Ironically and sadly, this knowledge is being forged in large part out of the very processes fueling much suffering in the world, including the genocide of indigenous peoples, fratricidal and ethnic wars, famine, and environmental degradation.  Such processes have produced their wisdoms as well as their suffering; these elements of wisdom are most often carried in the healing, shamanic traditions of the wounded—and the wounding—cultures.  It is to these processes that we propose to turn in this seminar.  As humanities scholars, we propose to use the tools of our disciplines to explore with shamanic practitioners the ways in which shamanic traditions respond to violence (See Appendix A for the seminar invitation and description).
Questions that were to be explored included: What is shamanism and/or shamanic practice? Why talk about shamanism in the context of violence and oppression? What is the relevance of shamanic perspectives to the academic study of them?  How can we bridge scholarship on and shamanic practices so they are mutually beneficial?
B. The Format and Participants

The format of the seminar was kept simple and short.  Participants met for a full day around a table at the University of Virginia for open discussion.  We co-facilitators framed each stage of the conversation based on our previously articulated goals: 

1) What is “the shamanic”?  

2) What is violence and how would one describe its effects?

3) What is the relevance of the shamanic to the problems of violence? 

Seminar participants then had a conversation, bringing to bear their personal stories, beliefs, experience, research, teaching, and ideas.  Our hope was to reach a stage in which we could brainstorm potential sources of collaborative work; however, the unfolding conversation proved to be too complex to get to that level of engagement.  A future hope is to continue this conversation with the same group and to expand it to include many others.

Participants were personally invited by Roberta and me based on their areas of expertise, practice and/or interests.  We also asked invitees to suggest possible participants.  The group was kept small and intimate in order to support focused conversation and the attainment of desired outcomes.  We hoped each person would carry away new ideas and avenues for further development not only in their own communities and work in the world, but with a particular interest in finding a common vocabulary for speaking about this very important and timely topic.  In particular, there was an interest on my part and others in bringing to the foreground the voices of indigenous peoples due not only to their historical and present-day invisibility on the American continent as a result of generations of violence against, oppression and suppression of their cultures, but also because of the ways many of them are stepping forward to not only resurrect their cultures and heal their own peoples, but to help the world.  In addition, while the University of Virginia is currently very focused on the problems and questions of diversity, the visibility and voices of Native Americans are limited.  Given that the topic was the experiences of “the shamanic”—whatever controversy may exist around that word—it seemed only appropriate to include those in the conversation who come from cultures and backgrounds where such knowledge systems are still alive and well.

The seminar was extremely diverse and included practitioners of various non-traditional healing modalities, researchers, scholars, educators, a minister, students, and/or teachers/professors.  The educational, socio-economic, ethnic, racial, and religious backgrounds of the participants was similarly diverse:  blacks, whites, people of Native North American, and/or mixed ancestry, Buddhists, Christians, agnostics, and non-Native practitioners of Native American religions; people with only an education through the age of 16 attended, as well as people with higher, academic degrees.  Some are published authors; others are solely practitioners; some are both (See Appendix B for the titles, roles and self-descriptions offered by each of the participants as a part of the seminar).  
C. Potential Challenges


Roberta and I knew that the topic could be controversial and thus supporting constructive dialogue possibly challenging.  First, the use of the word “shaman”, coined by literary writer Mircea Elaide in the 1950s, has been hotly contested and vilified among both academics and indigenous peoples, particularly in North America.
  Nevertheless, it is abundantly used both in scholarship and among the general public, both indigenous and western, making it in our minds a useful rubric within which to work.
  

Second, a discussion of both the shamanic and the direct experience and impact of violence on individuals and groups invariably touches in on personal experience, belief and meaning.  Exploration of belief and meaning leads directly into the territory of personal and collective morality, spirituality and religiosity.  Indeed, a number of the participants were themselves teachers of and/or in one case, a minister within particular spiritual and religious belief systems and/or systems of knowledge and/or they were scholars and/or writers working on topics relevant to human spirituality, spiritual self-expression, and religion.  In academic circles in particular, a strong taboo exists barring discussion of personal spirituality, religious affiliations, or beliefs.  Therefore, Roberta and I anticipated that this would be a central and perhaps troubling issue in the conversation.

Another challenge which we understood at the outset was to find a common vocabulary between academics and practitioners and between western and indigenous ways of knowing and describing reality.  Some of the practitioners who participated in the seminar might have undergone particular training relevant to their work and may even carry certain academic credentials, but their primary focus is not on research and scholarship as defined within the parameters of the western academy.  Scholars often have ideas and theories about practice, history, culture, and other aspects of human experience, but may have little real-world, on-the-ground experience.  Therefore, finding a way to make humanities scholarship relevant to practitioners and vice versa could run into difficulties.  Further, in the western academy, the traditions, beliefs and realities of non-western peoples and people of color have historically been stolen, objectified, misrepresented, denigrated, co-opted, suppressed, and ignored.  Writer Vine deLoria has called this the “genocide of the mind” as a cultural and psychological extension of the physical genocide of the indigenous peoples on earth.
  Therefore, the intent to bring to the table individuals of such backgrounds and traditions on equal footing with academics deserved great sensitivity and alertness to the possibilities for even subtle biases to come forth in the use of language, both verbal and non-verbal.  Moreover, when people have different experiences, sometimes a divergence in worldviews and understandings can follow and even lead disagreement and conflict.  The fact that Roberta and I are both white women of European ancestry could also have been an issue.

We also wanted to keep this initial conversation focused within the parameters of what is defined in the Academy as the humanities, rather than on the sciences.  The humanities we defined as embracing any of the disciplines of anthropology, history, literary studies, religious studies, philosophy, languages, cultures, and/or any other scholarly focus merging the work and perspectives of these disciplines under the rubrics of what is often called “interdisciplinary” or more recently, “transdisciplinary”. The nature of violence and its impact on people readily lends itself to the disciplines we more commonly associate with healing or cure in the West: the medical sciences, social work, psychology, and/or psychiatry. Or on the side of what is called these days in the West “alternative medicine”, it might include anyone working as a healer, shaman, medicine man or woman, or whatever word by which a person or culture may choose to identify his/her training and practice.  In these disciplines and practices, both western and non-western, there are often already well-articulated methods and vocabularies for describing the effects of violence, as well as in many cases in the western sciences, very particular and sometimes rigid ideas about cures or interventions, as our conversation revealed.  While we feel that the discussion could at some point be broadened to include these perspectives, for the purposes of this conversation, we wanted to find a way for the often disparate, isolated, and even rigid views and vocabularies within the humanities to be foregrounded in conversation with practitioners.   
D. A Final and Important Consideration

Lastly, a presumption was made by the co-facilitators that even if we do not directly experience violence or abuse of some kind, due to the pervasive and insidious nature of violence in this day and age, to some degree we are all “survivors” of violence and therefore carry some imprint, consciously or unconsciously, of its effects.  A good example might be someone who grows up in an affluent U.S. neighborhood, who is white, and who has a stable and loving family.  It could be argued that such a person might have natural buffers from the violence in the world today due to ancestry, privilege, social and economic circumstances, history, and even ”luck”.  However, given the pervasiveness of violence in the media, the amount of war and ethnic, religious, and racial tensions, and the problems in the U.S., in particular, with interracial tensions, we believe that even in such a possibly idealized scenario, a person would feel some effects.  Indeed, the many students who take John Alexander’s and my classes at UVA on violence, oppression, story and healing and explore this question in depth are a testament to this fact barring no one is exempt, no matter how privileged they may be.
  To this end, it could be presumed that everyone at the seminar was a “survivor” of violence and thus had both personal experience and a stake in the topic.  

It is commonly known among western psychologists and other medical practitioners who treat survivors of violence and abuse that they can be easily “retriggered” long after the original event by exposure to violence, whether through direct experience, watching a film, or even participating in a conversation about trauma or violence not personal to him or her.  This can also be true if someone is a member of a group that due to race, ethnicity, national affiliation, religion, or gender continue to experience prejudice and discrimination.  Therefore, Roberta and I as the co-facilitators understood that one challenge of the seminar was to be aware of the possibility that anyone at the table could be sensitized due to personal or even collective history and experience and that this could enter directly or indirectly into the conversation.  To address this challenge directly, I purposely framed my self-introduction to the group within the context of my life experience as a survivor of child and sexual abuse and discussed openly my own ancestry, spiritual heritage and beliefs as a way to model to others putting out on the table this aspect of their lives as a legitimate and indeed critical component of the day’s dialogue.  Our subjectivity will invariably affect our views no matter how objective we may attempt to be.

This methodology is consistent with the overarching philosophy of the Institute on Violence and Survival: which is that the experiences of survivors from no matter what walk of life or background are not only legitimate areas of inquiry, but are a crucial element in our evolving understanding of violence and its effects—and its amelioration. It is also consistent with the IVS’ expressly stated inclusion of spirituality around questions about the impact of violence: “The Institute on Violence and Survival is dedicated to research and education about the long term effects of violence and its role in other suffering.  It focuses in particular on mass violence, genocide, and intergenerational violence.  It supports research by and for the survivors of violence, focusing in particular on their spiritual lives and experiences.” 

II.  Outcome of the Seminar

The seminar was deemed highly successful by all the participants. They reported verbally or through email how much they enjoyed the day and how much they learned.  Conversation was engaged, vivid, and in-depth.  Everyone remarked on the spirit of openness and willingness to not only share knowledge and personal insights and information, but to learn from others.  The main complaint was that the day was too short for the richness, seriousness and depth of the topic.  Indeed, we were not able to cover all the topics nor were we able to reach the goal of brainstorming about possible areas of collaboration and further exploration.  

In reviewing the process notes taken by the co-facilitators throughout the day, several overarching themes emerged:

A. The Shamanic: Definitions, Problems and Questions
This discussion ranged across several themes, including the multiple expressions of shamanic practices and healing modalities across cultures and the multiple words and ways these practices and the roles of practitioners are described.  The difficulties of bringing personal experience and spiritual perspectives into academic life, research and teaching despite the commonality of a concern with the sacred or divine and human interaction with it, however it may be defined, across cultures. The need to be able to talk in specificities about particular cultures while also acknowledging human universals; one does not negate the other.

B. The Connection between Violence and the Shamanic

The impact of violence on the mind-states and bodies of survivors and its potential intersections with similar states often consciously accessed in service of ritual or healing by practitioners of shamanic systems of knowledge was discussed. The difference between knowledge and wisdom and challenges associated with the western focus on the former to the detriment of the latter.  Indigenous cultures tend towards “complementary dualities” versus western belief systems tending towards “oppositional dualities” and the implications for human groups and humanity as a whole.  This difference may be at the root of violence.
C. The existence of old, healing and belief systems worldwide which need to be rediscovered, respected, and honored as equal to western systems and which can inform our reclamation of a greater peace for humanity as a whole.
A. The Shamanic: Definitions, Problems and Questions
1.  Definitions and Problems with Shamanism as a Framework for Discussion


In the initial discussion about how to define “shamanism” and the “shamanic”, it was discussed throughout the week that these terms are problematic for many reasons.  This led to a rich and interesting conversation largely between those at the table whose research was among groups who might have individuals filling such roles or who were themselves from such traditions, whether called “shamanic” or not.  As indicated in the introduction to this report, the word was coined by writer Mircea Eliade and is now part of common parlance in academic scholarship, among some indigenous peoples, and in the general public.  Eliade himself is a controversial source, as Barbara Tedlock pointed out.  He never met a “shaman” in his life nor received “shamanic healing.”  Barbara’s work on her recent book was in part a result of her anger at Eliade and leader of the men’s movement, Robert Bly, who marginalized women’s roles in such cultural practices and contexts. Eliade’s work also marginalized people of color by not referencing voodoo and spirit possession.  By focusing only on the experience of traveling out of the body in his work which is only one possible way to undertake such practices, he misrepresented the broad diversity of spiritual, medicinal, and community ritual across cultures.     


In Barbara’s book, she went back to original sources to rectify this imbalance and reestablish both the role of women throughout human history, but also the diversity and commonalities of practices, beliefs, and applications around the world.  Roy Wagner and Barbara spoke extensively from their own research about different ways that practices which could be loosely called “shamanic” were used.  For example, among many women practicing these techniques, they bring people back into their bodies, rather than going out, which was Eliade’s focus.  This was another way in which Eliade misrepresented the broad range of practices and practitioners. With shamanic practices started by people like Michael Harner and Sandra Ingerman here in the U.S., they travel out of the body.  There are also differences in access to and the perceived role of such individuals within cultures.  Roy noted that among the people he studies in Papua, New Guinea, it is not easy to be in contact with the shamans.  They are tremendously respected in their communities.  They take on this work because they have such a rapport with the spirits that they are able to cure people.  The spirits enter the practitioner and the two—human and spirit—become one in their work.  This invests them culturally with a great deal of power.

Rainbow Eagle noted that he has been around all kinds of people who do this kind of work and said that in the cases of these individuals, it was a gift or role the Creator gave them.  Rainbow commented that all life forms have a choice. In the case of people who are called to help people in this way, they may be responding to an individual vision to become a participant in the lives of people.  Among Native Americans, he notes, “we don’t specifically have people who were called ‘shaman’.”  The word is largely unused among Native North American tribes.  Instead, as he understands it, these people are simply walking their particular vision or giftedness.  

Rainbow also noted that in Native America there is discomfort with the term “shaman” because of the problem of appropriation of Native spiritual and religious practices by non-Natives.  Rainbow believes that using labels such as “shaman” comes as a result of a need to develop ways to judge or compartmentalize people—such as saying this person is a “chief”, this person is a “healer”, and so on. In contrast, in the Native village, a person is simply seen as walking his or her own vision.  These people weren’t revered as being any greater than anyone else.  Rainbow expressed that this need to give names and label comes out of western influences in which one must always put forth one’s credentials to be given credibility and noted that there are many people he knows who would love to have been at this table, but who, by the standards of the western Academy or by virtue of difficulties with finances, might not be able to come or even invited.  He thought that in struggling with whether to use the term it would be helpful to recall that we are all related and that at the same time, there are diverse techniques and procedures around the world.

On the other end of the spectrum, it was noted by Barbara that the word “shaman” has been used to reestablish cultural identity and practice.  In her contact with Mongolians, indigenous healing traditions had long been suppressed under the former Soviet regime. These peoples are now reclaiming their ancient cultural beliefs and practices.  In doing so, they have embraced the word “shaman” and are using it to resurrect and invigorate their healing knowledge and practices.  For them, there is no problem in co-opting a word which was not necessarily from their particular cultural and linguistic traditions.  Cynthia Hoehler-Fatton’s work is on African Rojo prophetesses and healers who are members of the African Indept (?) Church showed us how often indigenous practices and beliefs are combined with or overlaid with Christian. Thus, the word “shaman” would not be used, although there would be commonalities in ways of working. In this tradition, they do healing and spirit mediumship, for instance.  In another example, the Xian faith, an African tradition which she studies, was founded by a man who was reacting to colonialism and in doing so integrated indigenous, prophetic and salvific forms of belief and practice with Biblical traditions.  

Roberta said that she thinks that the way to handle this is to see that there are experiences that are “shamanic” which are cross-cultural, a point repeatedly made by others in the group.  One problem as she sees it is that “shamanism” as it is defined in the West is always “exoticized” and said to deal primarily with spirits. In that sense, these kinds of practices, beliefs and ideas are represented in non-western culture as being “unreal” or non-empirical and thus invalid—not in any way on equal footing with western modalities of defining reality, particularly within the context of western science. As Roberta, Barbara and others in the room noted, these systems of knowledge do not deal just with spirits, they also deal with birth, massage, knowledge of the use of herbs and the compilation of empirical knowledge about the natural world and biological and other phenomena.  They are knowledge systems which are practical as much as they are spiritual.  The two, in fact, cannot be separated and, as Roy and Rainbow pointed out in different ways from their own experiences, are generally not seen as separate among the peoples whom they respectively have studied with and are a part of by ancestry.  

To that end, when we enter into discussions of states of awareness and practices which access them, we can also look to Buddhism in its various forms. As I, myself an American Buddhist practitioner along with Roberta, pointed out, Buddhism is very empirical in the way it gives individuals tools to work with the mind, breathing, awareness of inner and outer phenomena, visions, and trance states.  Similarly, Carl Jung, one of the founders of western psychotherapy has been called the “shaman of the West”
—or the individual who reawakened the long-buried and even forgotten shamanic, pre-Christian and indigenous traditions of the West.  It has been said that Freud himself shook European culture to the core with his recognition of the existence of the unconscious, which had long been relegated to the periphery of the western scientific thought.  Therefore, we see that these knowledge systems and their products are not solely held by non-western peoples, but are a pan-human inheritance.  
2. Bringing the Personal and Spiritual to the Table in an Academic Context

Many of the academics sitting at the table discussed the fact that there is a pressure to hide one’s spiritual beliefs or experiences of things considered “non-ordinary” in the West behind a façade of a rigid form of secularism disallowing opportunity for rich dialogue.  John Alexander noted that as a white man of European and Lutheran background, he has been exposed to teachings and practices which might be termed in western wording “shamanic”.  However, due to the controversies around the violence against indigenous peoples and the co-optation of their spiritual and religious practices and artifacts, the question of legitimacy and ownership is difficult. As he put it, he is always on “shaky ground.”  He asked how we can bring forth our personal, intuitive and experiential knowledge of such realms of experiences in ways that are useful and respectful? He asked is personal experience as a touchstone enough?  This is relevant to how we can address internalized constructs of violence, as is discussed below.

John’s questions and the real angst he and others at the table expressed bring to the forefront of such work questions such as: Who has the right to use various terms, particularly “shaman”, “shamanism” or “the shamanic”?  What happens when in your research or in your personal life, you are touched by experiences that do not fall within the realm of what in the West is considered “ordinary” reality?  To whom and to where can one turn for guidance and legitimization of such experiences, if anyone—particularly if you are not a member of a culture which claims ownership over such experiences?  How does one write about them without losing face or credibility?  


This is particularly true in the fields of anthropology and folklore, where there are many taboos against developing a fellow-feeling with the people one might be studying or against “going native,” which means to adopt their beliefs and practices.
  Many people at the seminar have attempted to straddle both ways of knowing without presuming to evangelize others.  The writings of Rainbow Eagle, Barbara Tedlock, Edith Turner, John Alexander, Rachel Mann, and Roberta Culbertson all attempt to address this issue head on.  Judith Minter indicated that even she, as a therapist in the western psychological traditions, must keep her own spirituality private when working with clients. 

On the other hand, it was pointed out that there is a corollary danger in allowing such discussion into academic teaching and research given the problem of religious fundamentalists and those convinced of the absolute truth of their own religious beliefs who may wish to impose them on others.  Cyndi noted that many of her students take her courses on African religions because they are planning on going to Africa to evangelize on behalf of Christian denominations.  These students tend to hold a very rigid belief that their way is the only way and that the spiritual and religious beliefs of the peoples they study are inferior and wrong.  This implies an interesting question for further discussion: How can we use our own spiritual and religious beliefs in our work in the academy and other settings which model respect for others’ beliefs? 


In summary, the group acknowledged and heard about a great diversity of experiences as to how the roles of healers, community leaders, ritual leaders and other similar roles are defined, described and performed from one culture to another.  In reflecting back on this part of the conversation, the word “shaman” remains problematic due to its history as conceived by a white man of European ancestry who had little in-depth knowledge of the cultures for which he claimed he spoke which then led to over a century of misinformation, misunderstandings and misrepresentation of indigenous cultures and their spiritual and religious practices.  However, Roberta noted that she preferred to talk about “the shamanic” rather than “shamanism” or “shamans” as way to frame a kind of experience which is common to violence in her view and which gives us a fruitful way to talk about violence.  This transitioned us into the next question: the experience of violence and the relevance of the experience of the shamanic to it.
B.  The Connection between Violence and the Shamanic

1.   The Experience of Violence and its Relationship to the Shamanic


As we transitioned into a discussion about how we describe and define violence, Mary Rainbow Snake Woman noted that when we talk about the intersection between indigenous cultures and Christianity, there is an overlay of suffering which came from Christian beliefs into indigenous traditions in Native North America.  Several members shared they had personal experiences with violence in their lives, in particular family members involved in the current War in Iraq.  These comments brought home how personal the issue of violence can be and how violence which may have taken place hundreds of years ago continues to have a transgenerational impact, even if one is not directly involved.

Roberta read a rough draft of a paper on her theories about the intersections between the shamanic and violence to the assembled participants.  Since the seminar, Roberta and I have written a more in-depth article on this topic incorporating what she read on that day, which for purposes of ease, we will simply cite here.
  


Violence, embodied, transcendent, destructive, tests all limits of thought, and twists all categories that try to contain or label it.  Philosopher Susan Brison redefined her discipline as a result of being brutally raped and nearly murdered: “writing about trauma challenges not only accepted views of the limits of language and logic, but also current assumptions about appropriate scholarly methodology”.
  Violence is most easily made a matter of social conditions and politics and perhaps psychology, all of which can be studied without a direct experience of the phenomenon itself.  The intensely personal, often religious or spiritual dimension of violent experience is less studied and less accepted as having objective or empirical validity because it is by definition aversive and only fully grasped by the survivor.  The survivor’s accounts—emotional, often disjointed, and confused, seem far from the stuff of reasoned discourse and clear understanding. 


There are indeed some who enter this dark zone of direct experience and attempt to make sense of it, to engage it in dialogue with Western rationalist paradigms.  The task is difficult: one cannot begin to understand certain dimensions of violence without entering the territory of experiences other than the social, cultural, economic, or otherwise causative or functional.  The very nature of violent experiences leads us there because the body and mind operate in violent moments in ways outside the realm of what Western psychology has called the conscious or the ego.  We enter the realm of the preconscious and the unconscious, which tend to work by different mental and biological processes, including kinesthetics, sensation, imaging, holographic linking, simile and metaphor. Violence is experienced more like dreams than like the everyday, and is subject to different forms of reason.  Religious texts and practices generally offer the most culturally sophisticated renderings of this realm in most cultures.  


To name this dimension of violent experience we propose to use the term “the shamanic.” The shamanic as we employ it refers to experiences which feel intensely real and yet do not follow the perceptual rules of everyday life.  It includes contradiction, synesthesia, the presence of entities that do not seem fully embodied, unfamiliar or misplaced forms, like mountains in the sky or strange creatures scuttling about the edges of consciousness, and a conflation of linear time such that the past persists as a felt, lived reality in the present.  The term, as we use it, refers to the perceptual space between the grounded and concrete and the metaphysical or enlightened, between the materialism of the everyday and the mysticism of the unmediated encounter with other realities or, to use other words, of the divine.  It is the space that those in the midst of violence occupy and which they may continue to occupy beyond their will long after a degree of adaptation to post-violence conditions is achieved.  It is not merely a function of perceptual imbalance, although it is rooted in it. It is not a form of enlightenment or spiritual awakening, though it provides experiences that point to this more exalted level of awareness.  

Roberta’s reading was very moving and opened up discussions about how to address the dis-ease which was described and what the relevance is to the shamanic which opened up discussions about the definition and use of the word “survivor”, education, systems of health and healing, and systems of knowledge between western and indigenous cultures.    

It is interesting to note that the powerful description and definition of violence provided by Roberta immediately led the group to a discussion which was at its core about what is needed to address it—what is the antidote or the cure.
2.  The Antidote or Cure for Violence: Complementary versus Oppositional Dualism

At this point, the conversation ranged widely around various topics, reflecting in my mind how much confusion there currently is in the world around how to effectively address violence.  Even the confusion about whether using the concept of “the shamanic” points to the same problems.  It seemed that a defining moment in this part of the discussion came when Barbara brought up that among indigenous peoples there is more of a sense of what can be called a “complementary dualism” rather than the oppositional dualism of the West. Rainbow, Roy and Edie expanded with her on this topic.

Oppositional dualism orders the world around polarities which work against one another.  For instance, Rainbow at one point noted that there is an emphasis in this time on finding out what is “wrong” with a person and on extracting what is “bad” from them.  In this context, people are put in the role of “service providers” which reduces the relationship to what can be gotten out of a person and what can be done to a person, rather than on how they can work together.  Another thread which fit into this category brought up by John and others is how in the Academy, personal experience is discounted as irrelevant to research. This marginalizes people who do not share the identities and experiences of the dominant culture.  Other examples of oppositional dualism brought up is the way male and female are set up as rigid, fixed categories in the West and as often in opposition to one another.  Rainbow similarly noted that there is a tendency to label things as either “good” or “bad” in western systems, which has also affected Native American systems of thought over time.  Another arena where oppositional dualism gets played out is in Cindy’s classes on African religions in which her Christian missionary students can only hold their own religion as correct or true and where they split off the social dimension of religion from the dimension of faith or belief.  

Complementary dualism, on the other hand is one in which there is a sense of the interrelatedness of all phenomena.  In such systems, as Barbara pointed out, male and female are seen as complementary, not in opposition. For example, in the Mayan Qu’iche tradition in which she is trained, a man can have a female inside and visa versa. Sexual expression is seen as existing along a continuum.  In their belief system, everything contains its opposite and everything is in constant motion, so that it is impossible to determine if something will remain the same in any given moment in time.  

In another example, Rainbow noted that in Native American epistemologies, those who do ceremony first say we are all related.  There is a belief that if we are going to be in a place with others, we have to be able to manage all energies. According to Rainbow, Native American peoples didn’t have a concept of evil.  They believed that all creation was designed for a useful purpose.  It was not up to an individual person to determine whether something was good or bad.  The spirit was to invite everyone to the table to participate in an experience, not just those who are “good” or “light”.  In other cultures, Rainbow noted, there is a need to dig out and remove the “dark”, whereas in the Native American experience you don’t do this.  There is not such a strong duality in practice and expression.  

Imbedded within the idea of complementary duality is the idea that knowledge informs wisdom and wisdom informs knowledge.  The group defined wisdom as knowledge that is “embodied or lived.”  Roberta offered up how in the Academy one is expected to give titles of books as a way to verify or validate knowledge and that one doesn’t even have to have read the book.  One can just cite the title and author as if one has read it.  In contract, when she herself began to talk about what she knew about violence from her “gut” (“from here,” she said as she pointed to her solar plexus), she could let people challenge her because she knew she was right.  She spoke from direct, personal experience even if she didn’t put that up front on the table.  This was a good example of knowledge being embodied and thus becoming wisdom.

Wisdom in this epistemology, the group agreed, is also having the ability to be present to paradox without necessarily rushing to conclusions about one thing being “wrong”, “bad” or “evil” and another side being the opposite. For instance, Roberta discussed how she has family who are members of the Young Life Movement—a conservative Christian organization.  She said that it is very hard for all of them.  They don’t like her because she is a Buddhist, shaman, gay person who has done many things they consider “weird” and then they go to places like Algeria to teach the “Word of God” which is difficult for her.  She said that despite all this, she wants to find a way to connect with them.  She does this by remembering “We are both seeking.”  Mary noted, “You are both passionate.”   “Yes,” Roberta agreed, “We are both passionate.”  This was a good example of approaching a situation of conflict in a complementary, not an oppositional way.

This conversation went to the heart of defining wisdom as having an ability to allow knowledge to flow both ways—not just from some expert down to others, but to acknowledge the wisdom within all of us and to accept contradiction, discord, disagreement, paradox.  Rainbow, Barbara, Edie and others noted that in indigenous systems, wisdom is held up as of equal, if not greater importance to knowledge.  In contrast, in the Academy, John, Jessica Childress, and others pointed out, there is an emphasis on knowledge, but little guidance is given about how to turn knowledge into wisdom.  As a major in African American studies at UVA, Jessica said she is learning about African American life, but she worries if she will have the wisdom to put it into practice.  She says that the Academy stresses standards and meeting them which then get very caught up in people’s self-esteem.  If one doesn’t show tangible products, one is not making progress in this system.  Jessica asked, “Should students learn things that they will forget or things they will remember long afterwards?”  She says that in her experience as a college student, there is much less of the latter emphasis—another manifestation of the problem of oppositional dualism.  As a professor, Cindy herself worries about the fact that she may be only transmitting knowledge, but not wisdom—or that wisdom is not being taken in by her students.  Mary said that the fact that she is modeling respect for different points of view is probably having an impact even if it is not readily visible.  James ?? also noted that along those same lines, his study of Nat Turner’s narrative of revelation is not respected in the Academy as another example of the problems of how knowledge is rigidly defined within oppositional categories.

There was a general agreement in the group that our culture is currently caught up in oppositional dualities even while there are movements towards more complementary ways of knowing and acting, such as in the increasing openness to alternative and complementary medicines in the West.  

3. Modeling Complemtary Dualism as an Alternative Approach to the Problems of Violence and Oppression


Rainbow very presciently gave us a framework to talk about the experience of violence and oppression by saying that it is an experience in which our boundaries are invaded, whether individual or collective.  Prior to the arrival of Europeans on this content, often referred to as Contact, he said that some Native peoples had prophesies that this experience was going to happen.  These prognostications in many ways and in some quarters prepared them for this profoundly cataclysmic and transformative event.  Rainbow then asked, what if we don’t have prophecy to prepare us for such a change?  We are then caught up with the happening of the experience and it stays with us, he noted.  He went on to say that a comment by me about someone who has survived an experience of violence and “moves through” it is a good way of looking at it.  He prefers this way of speaking about the experience rather than getting fixed into the identity of a “survivor” as if it is still happening in the present.  

Embracing the reality of movement even when the surface appearance is rigidity is central to how complementary realities can be accessed to embrace the experience of violence as articulated by Roberta.  Part of this process is closely allied with understanding how any energy can be put to either positive or negative use.  Deborah noted that there is power, for instance, in someone like Cindy modeling an openness to other systems of belief.  But at the same time, there is a danger in innocence and denying the potential for evil.  Deborah said that this is a very human tendency.  Edie said that Cindy’s students are probably afraid that their own faith will be taken away and so they cling to it. This action then becomes the shadow in the Jungian sense of the shadow being that which is repressed or suppressed and thus sets up an oppositional duality.  As I pointed out, Jung talked in depth about how the shadow of the German psyche before and during World War II manifested in projecting negative attributes onto Jews and other groups. He wrote quite passionately about the need to integrate and metabolize the shadow into the entire ego structure of the individual and even the group in order to ensure it does not emerge in distorted forms.  This is one way to look at how we can engage with the shamanic dimensions, wherein the experiences of violence appear as shadow aspects of the more controlled experiences of non-ordinary states which many knowledge systems actually teach.   

From a Native American perspective, Rainbow himself modeled a way to apply the action of complementary duality and, as Deborah noted, embodied knowledge (wisdom) in which the shadow is not denied, but metabolized.  He said that he himself honors the last 500 years of violence and uses it as a way to come to a new understanding.  In this way, we can honor the experience without holding onto an identity.  The identity of a “survivor”, he observed, does give a person a purpose in life or gives a person a reason to exist.  He gives honor and respect to that experience.  However, in his experience, because he is fully aware of his own personal mission and purpose in life, he is more inclined to say “I am a holder of memories” rather than a manager of an ongoing experience. 

This led Mary to reflecting on how the thread between those who might identify as “survivors” and therefore still feel the very real presence of a violent or traumatic event in their lives versus those who may feel they have moved through it to another perspective has to do with having a sense of power.  As she pointed out, taking some sort of action vis-à-vis the event gives someone a little piece of power and this power can then be a healing force in his or her life.  Judith Pullman then spoke about her project for my class on female suicide bombers and talked about how much anger and guilt these women carried.  Their class project was an attempt to address how to move them through that experience of violence which had so profoundly impacted their lives, making them “survivors” in a literal sense of dead husbands, boyfriends, and sons to something more positive.  


Deborah brought in the theories of ?? Habermas’ description of social change.  He said that social change is a “progressive rationalization of the life world.”  We experience things in our daily lives that cause discomfort. Some people are more sensitive to those “disconnects.”  Ezra Pound, she noted, called them the “antennae (sp?) of the race.”  In the new social movement theories, the role of such individuals is seen as important.  Such people then communicate this discomfort or dis-ease to others. After this, there is a latent phase in which there may be meetings or discussions and out of that can arise the power of a social movement.  Deborah said that in regard to the problems expressed by the academics at the table with allowing personal and spiritual discourse into their work, there is a place for the ongoing articulation of it as a kind of “rationalization process.”  When people then start talking and sharing more widely with others, it becomes a “steering mechanism” which opens up new ways of perceiving.  She noted that this is, in fact, the way we heal ourselves; it is within our disease that the medicine can be found. Her observations are, in fact, consistent with the ideas of Jung and also of indigenous knowledge systems.  This is another way of embodying wisdom and the processes.of complementary duality.    

4) Recovering Specialness and the Wisdom of Ordinary People


Rainbow and Edie brought the conversation to a very hopeful conclusion by introducing the need to recover specialness of every human being.  Edie talked about how important it is that we honor the healing and spiritual traditions of the “ordinary people,” of those who may be disenfranchised within the framework of the dominant western medical and scientific paradigm.  There needs to be a bridge created between these systems of knowledge, but first we must privilege those which have long been suppressed and oppressed.  


Rainbow introduced the idea that part of healing is “recovering specialness.”  He noted that in the past there was a huge emphasis in Native American cultures on the specialness of each young person and helping each one understand that no matter what happened, spirit could not be touched.  Rainbow said that prior to Contact, Native Americans did not have a concept of “original sin” which is so fundamental to the Judeo-Christian faiths.  He commented that if children don’t have this message of their essential specialness, then when bad things happen to them, they don’t have anything to reach back to.  To that end, women like the suicide bombers must understand what is unique about their experiences and in so doing, recover their specialness.  He noted that he didn’t want to devalue the impact of violence, but that we need some way to “quicken” recovery.  We need teachers.  He had teachers who made him feel special—his culture made him feel special, giving him a foundation from which to work.  This has been lost in our current world and it is part of the dis-ease we all expressed feeling.  Therefore, Rainbow said, it would be helpful to have a discussion about what kind of environment and what kind of philosophies could be formed to change this pattern.  

Deborah responded by saying that there is a growing awareness that we need to have more wisdom and not just knowledge in our system.  The constraints of schools today and the emphasis on testing is a kind of soul murder which creates a split between spirit and soul qualities.  This is also prevalent in the medical establishment.  Yet there is hope because an interest in complementary medicine is growing.  However, how much interest is there even in that realm for people talking about their difficulties, the shadow experiences of life?  People talking about their personal experiences is often discounted in academic conversations.  Ramanan noted that he went to a meeting in Washington, D.C. between the Dalai Lama and scientists. The Dalai Lama asked people in the room to raise their hands if they had low self-esteem.  He was shocked that everyone at the table raised their hands.  Our culture is so suspicious, rigid and change is so slow because people don’t feel good about themselves.   

In response, Rainbow noted that he wanted to appreciate the wisdom which is embodied in the Ancient Ones or even the young ones.  He said that when we talk about violence and oppression, he remembers an Elder saying that no matter what happens, there is still something very precious that cannot be touched.  This must be instilled in the young people.  Another thing that the ancient ones are trying to speak is that the “dust of the land” is waiting for the Seventh Fire or for freedom of religion to come to the indigenous peoples.  In the Seventh Peace Shield, the blue circle represents that all people are in the lodge of the Creator.  There is nothing outside the loving arms of the Creator.  This means that the Creator is in all situations and is trying to come to fruition.  Those who act upon and those who receive represented by the red dot in the shield show that the Creator is always trying to stir within everybody a specialness—something that is very dear.  There is a way to start valuing life rather than making life something that is presented as something that is away from God.  Edie put it another way very pointedly: “It is about human rights.”  
III.  Concluding Thoughts


In the spirit of this seminar, I will conclude here with my own reflections on what is has been like to go back to Roberta’s and my 20-some pages of notes taken almost verbatim during the seminar.  In doing so, I invite others to post their own reflections and comments in a blog I will set up for us.  


I will first say that it has been very moving to reread and attempt as best I can to synthesize the conversation we had at that table in March.  What a heartful, complementary discussion we had!  


Much was happening in my life at that time. I had just finalized a very difficult divorce, had moved into a new house representing entry into a new life, and I was looking ahead at having the time, energy and inspiration to do the work I feel called to do.  This seminar was one step in that direction. I felt honored to be a part of such a committed and caring group of people struggling with how to be true each to his or her values without imposing them on others.

At the outset of the week of events, I also had a very intense flare up of a chronic pain condition from which I have suffered for many years.  My relationship to this pain has very much been about learning about complementary dualities, embodying wisdom, and embracing my specialness.  I ask myself as I write this: do I dare reveal this part of the process as an academic?  It seems only right after our meeting to walk my talk. 


To alleviate pain, I have had to engage with it as a partner, rather than as an enemy to be fought with drugs and other western methods of eliminating pain.  This has involved literally speaking to my body and asking it, as one might ask another person or even a spirit, what is has to say to me.  My body not only gives me information about issues which are pertinent to me personally, but which are also pertinent to my community, whether my students, colleagues, Charlottesville, this nation, or the world.  This is what I learned after the week was over.  I will write it not as I “received” it, but as the body would have “spoken” if it had a “voice”.  This is an attempt to show or embody what has sometimes been called a shamanic kind of awareness.  I prefer here to use the Buddhist way of speaking of arising phenomenon as impersonal to highlight how we speak for ourselves, for others and for no one.  It is a good practice of non-attachment and developing a compassionate stance towards pain and suffering—one’s own and others. It is also a useful practice to embrace the truth of the diversity of human experience even when we are speaking for ourselves.
As an “academic” and because you identify as a white woman of European ancestry, you have long hidden your engagement with a deep spirituality rooted in Buddhism and Native American religion.  You are afraid of being called “New Age” (e.g. the perjorative way academics tend to use that word to mean superficial, lacking intellectual rigor, spiritual integrity, and depth of thought) or of stealing from others who seem by virtue of birth to have a greater right to these prayers, beliefs, practices, and ideas than you.  How painful!  This body is “twisted” or “out of joint”—torn apart by the oppositional duality of the mind.  Violence has frozen each of us into boxes which do not honor our truth or the truth of the range of human experience and expression.  Honor that though you are white on the outside, there are these parts inside.  Identity as determined by ancestry and biology is as true as identity accorded by caring, experience and affinity.  It is all in how we do it. We must honor the pain of the past caused by one group or groups against others, but not be limited by it in our actions.  We are all interconnected and are reflections one for the other. You can be an ally and a bridge for others in this work.  

I understood that the body in its pain was embodying a shadow aspect of our conversation for the group. 
This body of mine expressed viscerally questions of legitimacy and acceptance of ways of doing, ways of knowing, ways of embodying and transmitting knowledge which are not readily embraced by the dominant culture. The body was showing how cultures who themselves are indigenous and who have internalized centuries of violence manifest a form of self-hatred which is keeping them separate even within their own self-defined groups.  The body showed how difficult it is to honor and respect the truth of history and to transmute its wounds into something positive for the future.   It is a delicate balance between responsibility and freedom.  Once this awareness was revealed, the pain stopped and I returned to normal.  

We heard much in our conversation about this split felt by those of us in the academic community and other dominant, mainstream settings.  Another permutation of this phenomenon is how centuries of violence also leads to what has been termed internalized oppression within individuals and even groups who have been the victims of persecution, such that they persecute members of their own communities.  For instance, in individual conversations I had with Rainbow and Barbara, we spoke about how certain people representing themselves as Native American teachers or healers are blacklisted by other Native Americans.  In the Native American community, this manifests very literally in certain people carrying forward or holding indigenous belief systems or calling themselves Native American or Indians being “blacklisted” and blackballed by other Native Americans because they are considered “frauds”.  Those who are blacklisted are accused of not having the right credentials (they may not be “card-carrying” Indians meaning they have a card from the Federal government saying they are part of one of the recognized tribes in this country).  They may be told that the elders who have been their teachers or with whom they have “sat” are themselves illegitimate.  Or they may have taught indigenous knowledge to non-Natives and published a book or books which some claim to misrepresent or steal from native sources of knowledge.  This is yet another way in which the legacy of violence appears. As one Native American teacher and tribal chief  said to me in a correspondence by letter, the reverberations of violence against one group is perpetuated within the group itself.  


Of course, this is not to deny that there may be truth to these claims against certain individuals.  History certainly gives us much evidence that whites, in particular, willfullyand with impunity stole from Indians—whether religious artifacts or even children.  In the realm of the spiritual materialism of the present day, religion is still not exempt, if children are.  Yet it is curious that we see this process within the Native American community mirrored among academic and intellectual circles.   Almost 2,000 years of violence against both western and non-western indigenous cultures and religions by what are now the dominant, mainstream religious traditions of the world (particularly Christianity and Islam, although Buddhism is certainly not exempt) led to the suppression and outright destruction of multiple ways of engaging with human experience, self-expression, and the world, both seen and unseen.  It is well documented that Christianity systematically either stamped out, forcibly suppressed, or co-opted local, indigenous practices and the traditions of cultures over which it held sway, including those of its own peoples.  This is still happening today around the world as this report is being written and we see this legacy played out as recently as 1978.  Until then upon the passing by the U.S. Congress of the American Indian Religious Freedom Act, Native Americans were not allowed to freely practice their religions.  In this way, events seemingly in the far, far past resonate well into the present.  Racism in the U.S. against people of color is also a direct result of practices based on beliefs about the inferiority of non-western peoples and their knowledge systems.  We could add a similar commentary reflecting on the ways China, the former Soviet Union and other nations have committed and continue to commit the same acts against their own populations.  The great irony, as well, is how for instance, when blacks took over countries long colonized by whites in African, the black leaders, like Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe, became as brutal, if not more so, than their predecessors.  

In this country as we attempt to deal with the dangers of religious oppression, there is a great irony in the fact that the separation of church and state held so dear in the U.S. Constitution and now so critically important to the prevention of one religion in alliance with government dominating all others is at least in part one root of the taboo against admitting into academic scholarship any inkling of personal engagement into questions of the spiritual life and the taboo against inviting in people who self-identify as overtly religious or spiritual into academic life. Paradoxically, this taboo is also a result of both the clash and exchange between European and indigenous cultures on this continent.  It is well known that the idea of a representational democracy as formulated by Thomas Jefferson and others was derived directly out of the Iroquoian Confederacy and other Native American tribes’ ways of self-governance and dealing with local and regional cultural diversity in peaceful, non-confrontational ways. We also know from the oral traditions of Native American cultures that models for peaceful co-existence of all of earth’s creatures came in part from direct revelations by spirit beings who gave guidance and teachings for ways to maintain this delicate balance.  Ironically, therefore, our very system of government which guarantees now religious freedom and freedom of speech to all peoples in part arose out of revelations gained from what in the West would be called “non-ordinary” or non-scientifically provable realities!  

As the conversation about shamanism showed, it is not to be denied that no matter what its origins, the concept of shamanism as a multiplicity of knowledge systems which run counter to the dominant, western scientific and even in some cases religious paradigms has taken hold on the imagination of peoples worldwide, including many indigenous peoples looking for ways to preserve, resurrect or reconstruct their identities and cultures.  Barbara, Rainbow and Edie speak eloquently to this worldwide spiritual and religious transformation in their books which were central to the week’s activities and events.  


We observe here that this conversation and the arising controversies over how to contextualize and use words and concepts which arose out of ignorance, violence and oppression point to what may be the emergence of a new paradigm.  There exists a profound tension in this time about how to honor all human experience within the framework of a history of both violence and oppression and an earnest attempt to ameliorate the injustices which exist in the present.  It seems our group would likely argue that to do so, a robust spiritual framework is necessary.  Yet in our conversation, we see first-hand how there is a great deal of confusion about roles and terms and about how to express and describe spiritual life in a way that is respectful of others and respectful of a legacy of pain. How do we do this and not feed into movements and groups who wish to use their religion to suppress all other forms of spiritual expression and belief?  


It is difficult to know where to find good and accurate knowledge when wrestling with such issues.  Questions of legitimacy, ownership, appropriate definitions, and how to preserve and respect diversity and difference within the context of our shared humanity open up thorny conversations and difficult questions.  It also points right at the heart of the relevance of knowledge systems which deal with the full range of human needs for healing, the curing of illness and disease, for community rituals which address collective pain and/or provide meaning and moral guidance, and for communication with the spirit world—whether ancestors, gods, goddesses, or other entities with which a group interacts and believes in.  As my body’s process showed, often the imprint of generations of violence shows up in this space between worlds and realities.  We only need to learn to listen and to respect what comes up.  My way may not be another’s. My truth not another’s.  How do we carry forward personal truth in collective settings?  It seems that Rainbow, Edie, Barbara, and others at the table gave us glimpses from multiple traditions, histories and cultures.

We certainly were not able to resolve these issues in this one day conversation.  However, we did achieve a seemingly shared vision in which we could for the present safely use the word “shamanic” for the day, understanding it to reflect a broad diversity of values, experiences and expressions which for the present are to not considered legitimate outside the frame of the western scientific paradigm. We also touched upon how violence can be addressed through complemetary frameworks and systems of knowledge, rather than oppositional ones. We can look to engaging in knowledge in the hope that it will be alchemically transmuted into the gold of wisdom through experience and embodiment.  

I hope that you find this report accurate in its representation of our work together and helpful to the work each of us are doing.  Thank you to all for coming.  As we Buddhists would say, “May our work be for the benefit of all beings, that all beings be freed from suffering and the causes of suffering.”  As would be said in the Cherokee tradition, “Aho,” or “May it be so”. Amen to all.  
Appendix A

Participants Present and Their Personal Introductions (in the order of their presentations):
Rachel Mann (organizer and co-facilitator of the seminar):  Rachel holds several roles at the University of Virginia (UVA).  She is director of a teaching and technology center in the College of Arts and Sciences. She is also a Lecturer in the Department of Slavic Languages and Literatures and teaches courses on violence, oppression, and peace.  She also teaches a course on technology in society and education.  She as moved to bring Rainbow Eagle and Barbara Tedlock to the University because of a need she saw in articulating how indigenous peoples and their religious practices and belief systems may be showing us way to address the problems of repeating and intransigent violence around the world going on generation after generation.  Her dissertation was about a Carpatho-Rusyn Orthodox Church in the southern coalfields of West Virginia and was fundamentally about how a group deals with the trauma of emigration through their spiritual life and church.  Her own engagement with the topic of violence emerged out of her own history as a survivor of child abuse and incest and an understanding of how this personal trauma provided insights into the nature of collective violence.  She is a Buddhist by virtue of her mother’s own engagement with Buddhism.  Rachel studied in the mid-90s with a Cherokee teacher named Dhyani Ywahoo.  It was a profoundly transformative experience.  She has found there to be, however, a large taboo in academic circles, particularly as someone trained in folklore and anthropology, of acknowledging the role of one’s own spiritual life in one’s teaching and research.  To that end, she has largely hidden her spirituality and sees this seminar as a way to engage in a discussion bringing scholars, practitioners, and others together from a variety of different spiritual, religious, ethnic, racial, cultural, and other backgrounds to discuss the problems of violence and the importance of embracing the experience of the shamanic in addressing its effects.  This is a particular interest to her in both teaching and research.  

Roberta Culbertson (co-facilitator of the seminar): Roberta has a Ph.D. from the anthropology department at the University of Virginia.  Roberta works for the VA Foundation for the Humanities, particularly in the areas of research and the public interest. She received funding for a program called the Institute on Violence and Survival by the Rockefeller Foundation in the 1990s to bring in survivor scholars who could explore how survivors see their experience. This work continues now through an ongoing flow of Fellows in Residence who work on related topics.  Various seminars are sponsored and open to the UVA community and the public.  This semester they have organized a series called “Visionary Voices in the Midst of Violence”.  The goal of the Institute is to bring different kinds of groups together—including scholars and survivors.  The Tough Times Companion is a publication of the Institute—it used to be called Sacred Bearings and focuses particularly on writings by survivors of violence.  Edith Turner, also attending the seminar, was her first “co-conspirator” in a shamanic journey which led her to thinking eventually to formulating the connection between survivor experience and the shamanic. 

Ramanan (Ralph)  Schultz: Ralph works for the University of Virginia in the College of Arts & Sciences as a language technology specialist.  His particular interest in the seminar is due to his decades long involvement in what is being called the new spirituality in the West by scholars (Buddhism, Native American religions, Hinduism, etc.).  He met his first spiritual teacher when he was 16 and has been involved in Buddhism since he was 14. He has met and studied with tremendously influential elders in his life; the Dalai Lama, Meher Baba, and well-known Native American elders and teachers Wallace Black Elk and Sarah Smith.  Roy Wagner, also present at the seminar has been a great influence on him.  Ramanan is a storyteller, artist and teacher and conducts workshops on the relationship between Judaism and eastern spiritual practices, and others.  Wallace Black Elk Wallace would say to him “don’t squeeze the shaman….” Meaning if you get a drop of power, you should be careful how to use it.  Ramanan observed that Mahatma Ghandi and the noted Tibetan spiritual and political leader, the Dalai Lama are not invested in being something….they are allowing whatever is in them from the Creator to pass through. 

The Rev. Mildred Best:  Mildred is an Assistant Professor of Medical Education and is the Associate Director of the department of Pastoral Services and Chaplaincy Education at the University of Virginia Medical Center.  She also runs the Chaplaincy Education Program. She is a Board Certified Chaplain and a Clinical Supervisor.  She is an ordained minister in the Southern Baptist Conference.  She says that the day’s topic is most interesting to her because she is a Christian and has been part of the African American Baptist American Church all my life.  She appreciates the dialogue that Rachel and she have had and the invitations that she has given her to participate in dialogue in other ways.  It is a helpful reminder that spiritual wisdom comes in different faiths and different ways and if we close ourselves off, we risk missing rich opportunities for gaining notice. Most of the chaplains she taught before she came here were Christians.  When she came here one of the first people she supervised was a Swami from Yogaville. She found it to be an enriching challenge to sort out how to have an open dialogue with her.

Anne Spencer: Anne joined the Foundation for the Humanities as Program Associate of Research and Education 4 years ago. She is from a small town in Virginia and was a fiction writer but in order to make a living, she got into medical writing. She came to help set up for the seminar but added that she doesn’t think there is any answer to any question unless we recognize our spirituality….we are not merely material.

Roy Wagner: Roy is a Professor of Anthropology at UVA.   He calls himself a “failed shaman”.  He taught for over 20 years the writings of Carlos Castaneda and received his “fair share of abuse for doing that”.  He doesn’t necessarily agree with Carlos.  His area of research is on Papua New Guinea shamanism and is yet to be written.  The one thing he would own up to in terms of being a shaman is the concept of duality which he calls the “anti-twins”, who are crazy creatures like the coyote of some Native American traditions.  The Aborigines of Australia have the same characters…and they appear in other areas of the world.

Judith Fay Pullman:  Judith is a graduating fourth year majoring in Slavic languages and literatures and theatre.  She took Rachel’s class on Gender and Violence in Fall, 2005 (SLFK205) and after going to Croatia to teach English next summer will return to Charlottesville to help Roberta as an intern at the Foundation.  She is a performer and an artist and wrote a one-woman show on the lovers of Anton Chekov.  She is now going into writing and want to figure out how to integrate her interests in art with working with populations affected by poverty and violence.  She is very interested in spirituality and open to any ideas.

Deborah Lee:  Deborah is a public historian and a former Fellow at the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities.  Since she was  a teenager and has been interested in the process of social change   She looks at how things that are moral in one generation are seen as immoral in the next within the realm of US social history.  She is interested in new social movements like the peace and the environmental movements.  Her recent work is a history project on the anti-slavery movement and how individuals, black, white and free had a conversion which led them to seeing slavery as immoral and then became activists. She enjoys thinking of problems relevant to today’s world and has a particular interest in alcoholism and mental illness and how culture plays a role in that and how spirituality plays a role in that.  H er family has alcoholism….her husband, Miles is here and has been studying energy healing…enjoyed seeing his work…and how people who are the most ordinary and straight laced respond to it….energy healing is using whatever energy is in the universe to deal with illness and imbalance…she is interested in this as a scholar and the dimensions of it in social change.

Barbara Tedlock:  Barbara is is the granddaughter of an Ojibwe midwife and herbalist and was trained and initiated as a shaman by the K'iche' Maya of highland Guatemala. She is currently Distinguished Professor of Anthropology at SUNY Buffalo. She is survivor of polio and was in an iron lung as a child. Now she is at the stage of post-polio and dealing with some of those symptoms. Barbara is now working with a group of physicians are involved in The New Medicine merging western science with indigenous and other alternative forms of treatment.  She has a great deal of hope about what is happening in the medical field.  Her own experiences as a polio survivor with post-polio symptoms and her training as a healer has driven her to merging different perspectives in her research and outreach. She remarked that if you spend a year and a half in an iron lung, you deal with a lot of rage and that is what she has had to deal with all her life.  Her post-polio symptoms involve her legs and voice.  She is a dancer and hiker and goes on cruise ships and can suddenly unexpectedly fall down like a drunken woman. Sometimes when giving a lecture, she can’t speak.  It happens without warning.  Barbara she is now involved in the area of public ethnography and reaching out to do public policy work and is now working on the lies about post-polio.  The government does not want to admit it.  Polio is sweeping Africa and Asia; there are millions of cases and this round of polio is worse than what happened before. She says that this is worse than the avian flu and now we have polio survivors who are going down the tubes of polio again.  What we still have is the iron lung.  You lie in a machine that is a silver bullet and you look through a window.  It is a metal torture machine; you are in it, you piss and shit in it….it is a horrible thing.  The fact that this went on in so many places and that it wasn’t known what was being done was terrible.  It was like a jail.  The public was frightened of us.  We as patients were in huge long rows.  She herself ended in Walter Reed Hospital where her memories are full of rage. She is involved in the latter part of her life in getting reinvolved in the polio struggle.  Her grandmother was an Anishinabwe healer who cured her of polio with deep tissue massage and the swimming cure.  This is why she walks and why her legs are not shriveled.  The group of us that got the deep tissue massage and the swimming massage—the doctors laughed at it—there is now going to be a group of physicians that will fight the iron lung.

Miles Lee:  He states that he doesn’t know what to say about himself.  He has had 50-60 jobs in his lifetime and spent a lot of his life has been spent trying to control his own anger.  He was a very violent person in his youth and he succeeded in overcoming that and he has helped others overcome that.  He has been a healer all his life. As far as he is concerned it has been a gift. He has been working with Toby Christianson who  introduced him to shamanism.  It has been a real help. When Miles’ brother was dying of cancer, he didn’t want to be healed, but he wanted to be pain-free.  Miles was able to keep him pain-free even though he had liver and lung cancer all the way up until his death. It’s not that HE (Miles) did that, but we were able to do that together and somehow it turned the experience of dying into something beautiful.  It was almost a magical, mystical thing. Miles said he can show people how to do it if anyone is interested, that it’s a matter of using your hands and feeling the energy up through them.  It comes up your body and out through your hands.

John Alexander: John holds dual roles at UVA.  He is Manager of the Instructional Technology Group in the Information Technologies and Communication division and he is a Lecturer in the Department of Slavic Languages and Literatures.  He has an M.A. in African American literature and has a particular research interest in underground rap and hip hop.  He co-teaches a course during spring semester with Rachel called Story and Healing which deals with the topic of racism and oppression.  He says that in any kind of checking in, he likes to go last, b/c he gets so moved [by hearing others’ stories and backgrounds.  But he said he is going to stretch himself: There are so many themes that everyone has brought up that are very moving to me.  Like Lee, he doesn’t know what to say….The main thing that is apparent to him is that he has dabbled in spirituality and has done it very quietly so the invitation that we might come out today to talk about this aspect of our experiences is very appealing to him.  Maybe something will be resolved today so that he doesn’t have to be so quiet.  He identifies with Barbara that like her, he has been a prolific dreamer.  He has also had a sense that reality is also dreamlike and has understood it in symbolic terms.  It is not something that he feels he has felt free to talk about with others.  The other theme that he has heard is the theme of survival.  He is a survivor of the 50s and the spiritual desert of the 50s and his parents perfectly symbolize that emptiness.  Somehow in that serene, placid desert of expanse in that lack of things spiritual, he was able to retrieve something of depth, of the spiritual and the life of the imagination. He notes that if he has any frustration and rage, it is a sense of wanting to be able to live externally this spiritual life.  

Rainbow Eagle.  Rainbow is an Okla-Choctaw American Indian. He is a Wisdom Keeper, honored with the responsibility of an Ancient Native American Peace Shield. He says that during this special time when Mother Earth is getting our attention, he believes that the indigenous energies of many traditions are making their way to a sharing table that we have here.  In all this energy of ambition, what we need to do to have someone listen to us.  He guesses if he were to say “I want to be”, he would say he wants to achieve “humanness” which he believes is the Creator’s desire to make all things beautiful.  He likes to look at the wonderful Creation and say that there is a powerful energy of balance and participation in life and giftedness and being who we are.  Rainbow wishes to be human. He speaks only for himself and his nearly 64 years of life.  He says Creator has given him a vision like in the old days to follow and step into in the last 10-15 years to do that b/c of wonderful people in his life…that vision was to come into the presence of Native people and Native energy just like Barbara, his sister, to place himself in the presence of the ancient ones that have been lost and all the traditions that come from the ancient roots and like a walk in the woods to give respect to all, the many….to develop that relatedness, if you will.  He says what a wonderful time we live in to become related to one another. What he speaks of is “natural spirituality” which is a natural way of living so that we can understand each other in our differences and diversity and to rally around a need to be together in some kind of way.  He is here to only represent Rainbow Eagle, to visit Native people, to consult the ancient ones, to listen to the Elders, to respond to peoples’ needs in everyday conversation or in ceremony to bring certain ceremonies forward, to respect where people are and to sit in the teacher’s chair

Mary Rainbow Snake Woman:  Mary has lot of her experience in education and is Rainbow Eagle’s wife.  She says there is a lot of violence in our educational system today where they are being forced into a certain way.  She has worked in a domestic violence shelter and has an interest in that topic. She is also grateful for her experience of doing Jungian dreamwork and understands how valid it is to our human experience. She is very encouraged by seeing the wide variety of people around this table. She herself is very lucky to express her spirituality very freely in her life.  Liistening to academics and the struggle they have and hearing that it is not very easy for many people. Her path of spirituality was as a Lutheran.  Gradually over time, she has had a great many teachers.  She has had many teachers who have taught her about the Sacred Feminine.  She also worked as an art therapist and about a year ago, she retired as a massage therapist.  What she is moving toward in this life is recovering her own personal work with art. She also facilitates gatherings of woman where they explore the Sacred Feminine and how we explore and identify it in ourselves.  

Judith Minter:  Judith is in private practice here as a therapist in Cville where she sees mostly individuals and couples. She is fascinated in the sacred space between couples and within individuals internally.  She holds her spirituality very privately; in her profession, it is not possible to hold spirituality publicly. She came to Native American spirituality through various avenues and wants to find balance in her life. She uses the idea of keeping in balance with her clients. She does it very quietly, very subtly.  She tries to read a person’s energy, has them talk about themselves, watches their faces, sees how they breathe, sees what language they are using, sees how they relate to themselves and to the world.  Most people have a lot of negative talk, a lot of negativity. A shift occurs over time.  It is a way of introducing people to thinking different about themselves and the world, but using their language. Over time, she will see some loosening up of some energy.  Over time, they are very tight, very insecure, very held in; eventually they start breathing, their faces relax…that is a broad description of her work.

James Bryant.  James is Assistant Professor of Sociology and Anthropology at the College of Holy Cross at Worcester, MA.  He is currently a reseaarch Fellow at the VFH.  His research is on African American ministers and their experience of being called to the ministry.  He is fascinated by how individuals have a call to a sense of purpose in their life.  While he is at the VFH, he is doing a study of Nat Turner’s revolt and how he got called to a revolt against his enslavers.  He reads this as a type of “call”.  Before Nat Turner was hung for his crime he gave testimony to an attorney, Thomas Gray, and in a very long account, he explained what led him to revolt. What is intriguing about it to him is that Turner says you’ve asked me to explain the circumstances, and in so doing, you’ve led me to use the term “revolt”.  Turner said that in order to explain that, he would to tell his entire life story starting with things that happened before his birth.  Turner then goes on and talks about his life and the events and visions that led him to his actions…visions of symbols that the stars were arranged in such a way that he saw Jesus on a cross in the stars and he saw himself as identifying as being crucified.  There are a series of visions that he said led him to this event in which he and seven other men killed 55 people in Southamptom County, VA.

Cynthia Hoehler Fatton: Cynthia is an Associate Professor of Religious Studies at UVA and is a Research Fellow at the VFH this semester.  Her area of expertise is African religions.  She has known Edie from way back.  As a grad student, Cynthia found her most stimulating colleagues to be in the anthropology dept. She has come to this seminar to learn. She has several concerns and interests on a number of levels. She is very interested in hearing all of these perspectives as someone who teaches in a department of religious studies where the majority of students come from evangelical Christian backgrounds. For many of her students who want to talk about their spiritual beliefs in the classroom, their beliefs are quite closed and when she has them study about religious beliefs from other cultures, they are very opposed to many of them. Their beliefs are non-negotiable for them.  Jesus is their personal savior.  It closes them off.  What many of them are interested in doing is being missionaries and going to Africa and this is why they are taking the course. This question in her teaching is a double edged sword.  In her background, spirituality is always linked to social justice and equity. For this generation of students, it’s not, it’s highly personal.  When she brings in questions of Liberation Theology, they don’t consider this “religious”…they don’t understand why it is spiritual. She is a bit confused as to what “shamanism” is.  In studies on African religion, shamanism does not really appear, at least as it is represented from the perspective of Eliade.

Edith Turner:  Edie is a Lecturer in the Department of Anthropology at UVA and was married to and did extensive field research both with her husband, anthropologist Victor Turner, who died over 2 decades ago and then on her own.  Her area of expertise is in the religious and healing practices of the Ndembu people.  She says she has had a strange and wondrous history—a sort of awful history. She said she was the worst teenager and was told that she was a poisonous personality. She had to leave school at 16 b/c she was the “bad one” in the family.  She didn’t get any formal education after that. She went on and got to work on the land milking cows and shoveling cow manure b/c it was the most common work and, as she puts it, “I wasn’t killing anybody and all the while, I was reading Wordsworth.”  While she was milking cows, she met Victor who was digging up unexploded bombs near Oxford. They married and had three children.  He went into anthropology b/c there were people in it. They wanted boldly to go where no anthropologist has dared go before.  She throws out a question about fiction.  Is fiction real?  She teaches about shamanism and healing as a part time UVA faculty member.  The kids do like it.  She recounts that the night before they were having their seminar at her house and they were all on the floor in her living room. They were all on the floor and were so happy and they were pairing off and seeing how shamanic journeying was done.  In the process, they were healing each other. She notices how healing happens in various ways.  As an anthropologist, she has been forbidden to talk about universals.  It is taboo in academic anthropological circles.  So she must use instead of “universal”, “perennial” is a good word.  Mircea Eliade says in his shaman book…what is most interesting there’s no evolution in shamanism…evolution isn’t a word.  We aren’t developing by means of social institutions which more and more becomes more civilized.  There is a sense that spirituality has always been there and probably before biological evolution and it is even in the animals. We are humbly conscious of it. There are healers who get it through their bodies and they are very humble. 

Jessica Childress:  Jessica is a third year undergraduate at the University of Virginia majoring in African American studies.  She took Rachel’s course Story and Healing in Spring, 2005 and is interested in the idea of transgenerational trauma and how that gets internalized into a group’s identity and then actions.  
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