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iThe Reflective Leader Within

In a world defined by constant disruption, the most powerful leadership tool may be the one you’ve never fully explored—your own inner landscape. This extraordinary book transcends conventional management theory to offer something far more profound: a journey into the uncharted territories of the human psyche. Through masterfully crafted essays that blend wry humor with psychological depth, Manfred Kets de Vries—one of the world’s leading thinkers on leadership and executive development—reveals how confronting your hidden emotions, unconscious motives, and buried fears can unlock your greatest leadership potential.

Drawing on decades of experience in psychodynamic-systemic coaching and consulting, Kets de Vries weaves together vivid case studies, personal reflections, and timeless insights into the paradoxes of power, the fragility of ego, and the search for authenticity in turbulent times. Written in an intimate, conversational style that feels like a dialogue with a trusted mentor, these essays challenge you to question inherited beliefs, confront uncomfortable truths, and embrace the stranger within. The result is an unconventional yet deeply practical approach to leadership—one that transforms confusion into clarity, anxiety into purpose, and complexity into opportunity.

For professionals in leadership, coaching, consulting, and psychotherapy, as well as readers seeking deeper self-understanding, this is not just another business book. It is a guide to self-awareness and transformation, and an essential companion for those courageous enough to explore the inner frontier where true leadership begins.

Manfred F. R. Kets de Vries is the Distinguished Clinical Professor of Leadership Development and Organizational Change at INSEAD, and the founder of its Executive Master’s Program in Change Management. He is also a Distinguished Visiting Professor at the European School of Management and Technology in Berlin. A pioneer in integrating psychoanalytic and systemic perspectives into the study of leadership, he also introduced the technique of group coaching to INSEAD—an approach that has since influenced business schools and consulting firms worldwide.

Renowned for bridging the worlds of psychotherapy, organizational behavior, leadership, executive coaching, and consulting, Kets de Vries offers a deeply human understanding of what drives people in positions of power. Publications such as The Financial Times, The Economist, Le Capital, and Wirtschaftswoche have recognized him as one of the world’s foremost management thinkers.

iiKet de Vries’ numerous honors include the International Leadership Association’s Lifetime Achievement Award, the ILA’s Chair Award—the organization’s highest distinction, the American Psychological Association’s Harry and Miriam Levinson Award, the Freud Memorial Award, the Vision of Excellence Award from the Harvard Institute of Coaching, and INSEAD’s Dominique Heau Award for teaching excellence. He has also been awarded honorary doctorates from four universities, recognizing his lifelong contributions to understanding leadership and the inner world of organizations.
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Be not heavy in business, nor disturbed in conversation, nor rambling in your thoughts.

—Marcus Aurelius1



From dream to dream and rhyme to rhyme I have ranged

In rambling talk with an image of air:

Vague memories, nothing but memories.

—William Butler Yeats2



I know I am talking nonsense, but I’d rather go rambling on and partly expressing something I find it difficult to express, than to keep on transmitting faultless platitudes.

—Thomas Mann3


The Reflective Leader Within, in essence exploring the stranger within ourselves, is a collection of essays born out of personal ramblings, wandering thoughts, and varied experiences. The word “rambling” itself suggests aimless movement, much like the mental meanderings that have led to these reflections. As I wandered through life, fleeting impressions sparked associations, which evolved into inquiries. Confusion was often the catalyst, and through many zigs and zags, I achieved the illusion of coherence.

Exploring the stranger within alludes to self-discovery and introspection. It suggests a willingness to confront the parts of ourselves we may not fully understand or acknowledge—hidden emotions, unconscious desires, fears, or suppressed aspects of our identity. By examining these hidden dimensions, we may arrive at greater self-understanding, acceptance, and personal growth. 2More broadly, this exploration also involves confronting biases, questioning beliefs, and facing uncomfortable truths. It is a journey toward understanding the less familiar parts of our inner world.


Exploring the stranger within alludes to self-discovery and introspection. It suggests a willingness to confront the parts of ourselves we may not fully understand or acknowledge—hidden emotions, unconscious desires, fears, or suppressed aspects of our identity.

Writing has always been my way of exploring the stranger within. Yet, the act of writing itself is often an uncertain journey. I rarely know where my thoughts will lead or what the outcome will be. Some paths turn out to be dead ends, whereas others bring unexpected insights. Most often, the stranger within will weave coherence out of confusion and transform the randomness of thoughts into an imagined unified whole. An essay will emerge, revealing an intention that was only apparent in hindsight.

This collection of essays is divided into two parts: The Leadership Wave and The Existential Wave. There is an additional introductory essay that explores the parallels between shamans and contemporary helping professionals—reflections that I revisit in the concluding chapter.

I have often perceived that my activities have shamanistic overtones. Traditionally, shamans would serve as spiritual healers, guiding their communities by mediating between the physical and spiritual worlds. Similarly, as a helping professional, I facilitate self-exploration through dialogue, aiding my clients in understanding their thoughts, emotions, and experiences. However, my approach tends to be less mystical and more grounded in science.

Drawing comparisons between shamans and helping professionals also helps illustrate the conceptual models I use to understand human behavior. Although I frequently employ a psychodynamic-systemic lens, I am not dogmatic about its use. I also integrate insights from cognitive, developmental, and evolutionary psychology, as well as neuroscience to understand complex human phenomena. When appropriate, I also offer practical recommendations to help my clients navigate their personal challenges.


A roadmap through the essays

After the introductory exploration of shamanism, the essays in the first part of the book—The Leadership Wave—traverse a wide range of topics. In “The 3Rashomon effect,” I examine the nature of truth, arguing that perception is shaped by individual perspectives and unconscious dynamics. The essay that follows explores why people rationalize toxic behavior, taking the current activities of the US government as a prescient example. Family business dilemmas are the concern of the fifth chapter, investigating their conscious and unconscious dynamics and exploring the succession conundrum and the influence of family myths. I go on to discuss the introversion–extraversion paradox in “The introvert’s guide to thriving in an extraverted world,” where I examine the pros and cons of each orientation, introducing the concept of the pseudo-extravert, and offering guidance for introverts when navigating extraverted behaviors. In “The entitlement trap,” I consider the origins and implications of entitlement, its relationship to narcissism, and strategies for addressing this kind of behavior. The subsequent essay presents the 7C model of leadership effectiveness, illustrated through an extended case study of surprisingly a leader like Genghis Khan. This first section concludes with a further consideration of organizational alignment and how it can be fully realized.

In the second part of this volume, The Existential Wave, I introduce more philosophical concepts, starting with an essay pertaining to the “third place.” This highlights the importance of informal gathering spaces as sites for social cohesion and examines the impact of social media on genuine connection. The lengthy essay that follows (“Haunted by deadly ghosts”) is a deeply personal meditation on grief, emotional suffering, and death anxiety as part of the human experience. In the next essay, “Feeling lost to find yourself,” I argue that feeling lost can act as a catalyst for self-assessment and growth and go on to offer some practical guidance as to how we might navigate this state of mind. In the essay on tipping points, I investigate why people make Faustian bargains and how these moments can facilitate change and self-realization. Following this is “Walking alone,” where I examine the fine line between loneliness and solitude, questioning how much solitude humans can tolerate in this digital age. The next essay concerns the importance of having fun. It discusses the mental health benefits of fun as a stress buffer and its role in overall well-being. “When there is life, there’s hope” emphasizes how hope is a source of resilience, providing strategies for nurturing a hopeful outlook. In the penultimate essay “In praise of gratitude,” I explore the fundamental virtue of thankfulness in fostering emotional well-being, and, as with many of the previous essays, suggest practical ways to cultivate gratitude in daily life. In drawing some conclusions, I then return once more to the question of shamanistic behavior in the psychotherapeutic setting, using the Nordic mythological god Odin as an example.


4The flaws we observe in others may often mirror our own and compel us to question who we truly are.


Embracing imperfection and human foibles

As I mentioned at the start of this Introduction, I see this collection of essays as imperfect ramblings. And, however flawed I know them to be, I have come to realize that endless rewrites don’t necessarily improve a work and can simply exchange one set of issues for another. For me, accepting these essays is not unlike accepting our own personal flaws as part of a far longer journey towards authenticity. Along the way, the flaws we observe in others may often mirror our own and compel us to question who we truly are.


Every life is a mosaic of moments, flaws, and virtues, and it’s impossible to predict which of these will come to define our legacy.

We must remember that every life is a mosaic of moments, flaws, and virtues, and it’s impossible to predict which of these will come to define our legacy. Similarly, the reflections included in this volume may resonate more with some than others; yet all are intended to probe into the complexities of human nature.

All we can do is live fully, be true to ourselves, and trust that the most meaningful parts of us will echo in the memories we leave behind. To quote the Roman philosopher and statesman Marcus Tullius Cicero, “For it is the characteristic of folly, to have eyes for the faults of others, and blindness for its own.”4 Indeed, to err is human, to stumble is common, and to laugh at oneself is a sign of maturity. Tomorrow is another day, and it will only be better if we are willing to examine our own foibles.


To err is human, to stumble is common, and to laugh at oneself is a sign of maturity.


Notes


	Marcus Aurelius (1887/161–180  ce). Book VIII, Meditation 51. In The Meditations of Marcus Aurelius. Trans. Jeremy Collier. Revised, with an Introduction by Alice Zimmern. London: Walter Scott. Return to text.⏎

	William Butler Yeats (1933/1917). “Broken Dreams.” In The Collected Poems of W.B. Yeats. New York: The Macmillan Company. Return to text.⏎

	5Thomas Mann (1924). Der Zauberberg [The Magic Mountain]. Weimar Republic: S. Fischer Verlag. Author’s translation of the original text: “Ich schwatze da Unsinn, aber ich will lieber ein bisschen faseln und dabei etwas Schwieriges halbwegs ausdrücken, als immer nur tadellose Hergebrachtheiten von mir geben.” Return to text.⏎

	Marcus Tullius Cicero (1839/45  bce). “The alleviation of sorrow.” In The Tusculan Questions of Marcus Tullius Cicero. Trans. George Alexander Otis. Boston, MA: B. Dow, Book III, page 184. Return to text.⏎
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We humbly ask that we may be aligned with you, that your power may flow through us, for the good of this Earth and all living things upon it. Great spirit of the North, invisible spirits of the air, the spirits of the cool winds. Vast and boundless great grandfather sky, your breath animates us and all life.

—Shaman’s prayer



Cover me with your healing. Give me your strength to forgive. Give me your eyes to see those who hurt me the way you do. Heal me of my unforgiveness and free my spirit to trust and love again.

—Shaman’s spiritual healing prayer



Preamble

Not too long ago, I read a newspaper article in which a Norwegian princess had married an American self-styled shaman.1 Prior to their marriage, the princess had already been living a far from conventional royal life, having declared herself to be a clairvoyant and subsequently running a healing school where people were allegedly taught how to commune with angels. On his part, her new husband claimed that he communicated with a broad range of spirits and would tell anyone willing to listen that he possessed a medallion which helped to ward off spells and cure diseases. On Instagram, he even described himself as a “servant of God,” an “energy activator,” and, in an already colorful résumé, stated that he was the latest in six generations of shamans. Further claims he made included having once died for 74 minutes 25 seconds, and that one of his more notable clients was the Goop founder and lifestyle innovator Gwyneth Paltrow (known for, amongst other things, her dubious and dangerous health claims)2 and who he referred to as a “soul sister.”

Reading of these self-professed modern shamans reminded me of my own “shamanic adventures” when travelling in Russia many years ago. While there, I had been watching a shaman going through a trance-like experience when I realized that I was also responding: Why did it seem as if my heartbeat was becoming synchronized with the sound of his drum? I remember having been told that the rhythm of the drum was supposed to echo the heartbeat of the Earth and found myself questioning whether the dance of the shaman could really be a means of creating unison between the physical and spiritual realms.


I found myself questioning whether the dance of the shaman could really be a means of creating unison between the physical and spiritual realms.

This event took place at Lake Baikal, the deepest lake on Earth, containing one-fifth of all the fresh water on the planet’s surface. Despite its great depth, it is still clear enough to see to the bottom.3 However, I had not come here merely to admire the lake but was drawn by my curiosity as to the region’s mysticism and otherworldliness. I had been told that Lake Baikal is considered one of the holiest places for Siberian shamans, the medicine men and women who had been present in this region from ancient times onwards.

After a long period of repression during the communist period, shamanism seems to be now blossoming once again at Lake Baikal—the Sacred Sea, as it is also called in Siberia. According to tales of lore, the lake is supposed to be full of energy, linking the global force of the universe to the Earth and its people. This belief is evident in the number of prayer flags—pieces of fabric tied to prayer poles by those who wish to communicate with the spirits—that are to be seen everywhere. Clearly, people continue to be drawn to the naturalist philosophy still alive on the banks of Siberia’s great lake.

I found myself standing at what’s known as Shaman’s Rock on the lake’s largest island of Olkhon, and the spiritual heartland of Russia’s shaman community. To shamans, this rock is considered to be one of the Earth’s five most important points of energy. In ancient times, local people believed that Sharman’s Rock possessed miraculous powers; it was a place feared by the local tribal people—the Buryats (ethnic relatives of the Mongols). According to them, Azhin (the Buryat word for deity)—the lord of Lake Baikal—lived in 8the cave at Shaman Rock. And it was here that shamans would perform their rituals and sacrifices, where people would leave oaths, reveal false accusations, or defend their honor. Furthermore, it was not only a place for prayer, but punishment too, as criminals were historically brought to the rock and left exposed to the elements during the night. If by the next morning they hadn’t drowned or died from the cold, all accusations against them were dropped. Shamans were also burned and buried nearby in a sacred grove, adding further to the spiritual significance of the place.

I was told that the shaman who I was observing as he entered a trance-like state was communicating with the spirits. According to believers of these practices, the visible world is pervaded by invisible spirits with the power to affect the lives of the living, and, of these, it is malicious spirits that are the cause of a person’s ill health. Sufferers come to shamans for help, asking for them to enter their body and banish the infectious spirits. The shaman before me was beginning one of these otherworldly journeys. Before entering his trance-like state, the requisite sacrifice had been made—a sheep killed in such a way that no blood was spilled on the ground. In fact, the shaman had put his arm elbow-deep in the cut to squeeze an artery, stopping the animal’s heart.


According to believers of shamanism, the visible world is pervaded by invisible spirits with the power to affect the lives of the living, and, of these, it is malicious spirits that are the cause of a person’s ill health.

According to the worldview of shamans, the universe is divided into three parts: the upper world, the Earth, and the underworld. Shamans claim to be the mediators between these various worlds, with an inherent knowledge of the mysteries of nature that allows them to move back and forth freely and mediate these journeys for others.


Priest, witchdoctor, magician, psychotherapist, or coach?

Observing the shaman as he worked, I saw parallels between his practice and that of those in the contemporary helping professions. It could be said that the traditional shaman is at once a priest who performs rituals, a soothsayer who predicts the future, and a witchdoctor who treats illnesses. In other words, shamans are seers of truth, speakers of wisdom, and healers of souls. Assuming that all of us are journeying through darkness, it is shamans who lead us towards the light. In order to do this, shamans claim to enter the 9“spirit world,” where they obtain the power and knowledge that might restore their subject to health.


It could be said that the traditional shaman is at once a priest who performs rituals, a soothsayer who predicts the future, and a witchdoctor who treats illnesses.

For shamans the world over, illness is attributed to a spiritual predicament: a loss of soul or a diminishment of essential spiritual energy. They help people who feel literally “dis-spirited,” people who have supposedly lost their personal guardian spirit or even their soul. People who believe in these shamanic practices fear that if their soul leaves them, they will die; they believe the shaman can help to retrieve those lost parts of the soul in order to make them whole again.


Shamans are seers of truth, speakers of wisdom, and healers of souls.

There are any number of reasons why people seek the power of the shamans, including illness, infertility, crop failures, or the disease of animals; they are alleged to lift curses, perform spells, and exorcise evil spirits. By channeling the spirits of the ancestors, they employ various ecstatic techniques including dream interpretation and the use of trance-like visions and rituals. These are accompanied by vibrantly colorful outfits, ritualistic dances, songs, and intoxicating, hallucinogenic brews of mushrooms and alcohol—all designed to hasten the attainment of states of ecstasy. In short, entering this otherworldly realm requires them to be dancers, singers of songs, players of drums, and storytellers, weaving tales of magic and mystery. In this respect, shamans are dreamers, poets, visionaries, and seers of the unseen, using the power of words to heal, to create, and to destroy. Shamans also recognize the importance of music as a vital language that speaks to the soul. According to their Weltanschauung, or philosophy of life, their drumming opens the portal to the spirit realm, allowing them to look beyond the surface and learn deeper truths.


Entering the otherworldly realm requires shamans to be dancers, singers of songs, players of drums, and storytellers, weaving tales of magic and mystery … they are dreamers, poets, visionaries, and seers of the unseen, using the power of words to heal, to create, and to destroy.

10Believers also consider shamans to be a bridge between the past and the future, the living and the dead. They are the guides to the mysteries of the universe who help others to find their way; in this respect they are guardians of the Earth and stewards of the land. They honor the belief that all living things are connected, and work to protect the world we live in for future generations.

As I understand it, shamans are traditionally selected by ancestry and birthmarks that signify their ability for divine intervention and supernatural abilities. I have also been told that they are descendants of the “ongons”—the ancestral spirits. However, it is a difficult path to become a shaman, and not a venture anyone would voluntarily pursue. Instead, these “chosen ones” are “called,” sometimes in the form of illness, or by hearing the voices of their ancestors that direct them toward their true vocation. Some people might classify shamans as disturbed or sick individuals; however, it could also be argued that they more closely resemble sick people who have seemingly been able to heal themselves.


Some people might classify shamans as disturbed or sick individuals; however, it could also be argued that they more closely resemble sick people who have seemingly been able to heal themselves.


Historical notations

Spending some time at Lake Baikal—and later in the Republic of Tuva (another center of shamanism)—I realized that shamanism represents an ancient, possibly even the oldest, form of healing tradition. In fact, its origins can be traced back to the age of our Neanderthal ancestors between 60,000 and 200,000 years ago. In those archaic times, shamanism may have been the principal way people held communion with the sacred and, through their practices, achieve some form of healing. Consequently, shamanism could be considered the first religion of humankind.

From those primitive beginnings, shamanism has remained a universal spiritual practice among indigenous cultures, cutting across all faiths and creeds, reaching into the deepest levels of our ancestral memory. As a primal belief system preceding all established religions, it holds its own symbolism and cosmology, sketching a spirit world that’s inhabited by supernatural beings, gods, and totems which appear in various forms, depending upon their places of origin.

The word “shaman” itself originates from the Russian word “šamán,” thought to be derived from the southwestern dialect of the Evenki, a Tungusic 11people of Northern Asia.4 If this is true, then the noun form of the word stems from the verb ša—“to know”; thus, a shaman is literally “one who knows,” an expert in keeping together the multiple codes of a society. Despite its origins in the earliest hunter-gatherer cultures, shamanic practices have never disappeared and have also been used in conjunction with animism, a belief system whereby the world is home to a plethora of spirit-beings that can both help or hinder human activities. According to the cosmology of animism, all “natural” things, such as plants, animals, rocks, rivers, and even the phenomenon of thunder, have intentionality (or a vital force) and the agency to influence human lives.


According to the cosmology of animism, all “natural” things, such as plants, animals, rocks, rivers, and even the phenomenon of thunder, have intentionality (or a vital force) and the agency to influence human lives.

The lives of our early ancestors were full of calamities and shamans were used to explain the inexplicable phenomena of life and to help people cope with uncertainty. Depending on the culture, they had a variety of functions intended to help our ancestors cope with the many dangers they faced. Common to all their practices, however, were questions about and requests for healing, treating infertility, and finding food. Shamans would also deal with spiritual matters, endeavoring to reconnect conscious human life with the natural and spiritual world through various rituals and the use of totems. In fact, as nature was considered to reflect a person’s inner landscape, they considered the relationship with their animal allies to be a vital part of enriching human life.

The threat or affliction of illness would be a dominant concern in shamanic thought. Its origin could be ascribed to either natural or metaphysical causes. In the latter case, malign spiritual entities or sorcerers were deemed the cause of a person’s misadventure. Furthermore, those who believed in some form of reincarnation might look further still, attributing the misdemeanors of a person’s past life with repercussions in the present, the implications of which individuals might turn to the shamans to remedy.

Traditional shamanic healing systems were divided into medicinal, magical, and mystical categories—the first necessitating herbal medicines and physical interventions, the second consisting of rituals and the use of objects (including magical plants and their derivatives) to counteract an offending curse, and the third needing the aid of discarnate entities (beings without physical form) or using the client’s own capacity to confront spirits once he or she has entered an altered state of consciousness.

12Standing on the sacred rock at Lake Baikal, I noted the variety of methods shamans would use to help people. They might pronounce incantations, sing sacred songs, carry out symbolic ritual acts, enact the removal of disease-causing objects from the body, conjure up appeasing spirits, interpret dreams, and administer herbal remedies. These various interventions were ways of empowering their clients, helping them to cope better with life’s adversities.


In the shamanic worldview, disease is not just seen by them as a biological condition but as a disruption in the balance of a person’s spiritual and social relationships.

What became clear to me considering the shamanic worldview is that disease is not just seen by them as a biological condition but as a disruption in the balance of a person’s spiritual and social relationships. Shamans do not believe in a division between the body and the spirit, the visible world of form and the invisible world of energy and mind, or between the spiritual and the secular. Yet, what must also be noted is how their diagnoses and healing rituals are deeply embedded in the cultural norms and social expectations of a community. On this premise, what these shamans are trying to do through interventions is to mend the torn fabric of a person’s (or a community’s) connection with the natural world. 

As it is believed that shamans are able to transcend these different worlds, they form a bridge between the physical and spiritual. They try to restore harmony within the individual and the community, reinforcing the social bonds believed to influence people’s health. But in order to do this, they need to enter into an altered state of consciousness, embarking on a journey with the hope of locating where the soul has fled to in these alternate realities and return it to the body of their clients. Through their interventions, shamans are trying to mend the torn fabric of a person’s (or a community’s) connection with the natural world.


Neo-shamanism

Shamanism, however, has met with significant opposition. With the passing of time, mainstream religions began to brand shamanism as a pagan practice. They would accuse those interested in shamanism of worshipping false gods and, with the arrival of more organized religions, shamanic practices began to wane. 13Shamanism may once have been vilified and outlawed as “black magic” in this way, but it has since taken on a more mystical, esoteric appeal.


Shamanism may once have been vilified and outlawed as “black magic,” but it has since taken on a more mystical, esoteric appeal.

Of course, people with a more rationalistic outlook on life may find the existence of magic auras and spiritual energy too obscure to swallow. Despite this, these exotic high priests of the isolated wilderness have reemerged in recent years, becoming increasingly popular forms of New Age spiritual pursuits, such as seen in the example of the Norwegian princess and her new husband. This renewed interest in shamanism has almost certainly coincided with the decline of organized religion and, given the way the various socio-cultural dynamics of our age have developed, interest in the primitive, aboriginal form of shamanism has shifted towards a more neo-shamanistic alternative.

Contemporary advocates of shamanism are looking for a non-standard, more mystical means of dealing with the vicissitudes of life. Apparently, people continue to look for help on soul retrieval, seek advice on how to live their lives, request hands-on healing methods, or find ways to communicate with their deceased loved ones. They argue that thousands of years of shamanic practices suggest that its orientation must contain some value. Although their interests in shamanism may seem nonsensical to some, their perspective may not be greatly different from more mainstream religious practices. After all, most religions retain the mystical belief that it is possible to engage with a higher power. And this argument may have been reinforced by cultural anthropologists, who note that in many early cultures knowledge of the curative properties of plants was learned through the practice of shamanism, and many of these are still used today.5


Contemporary advocates of shamanism are looking for a non-standard, more mystical means of dealing with the vicissitudes of life.

People are once again seeking out the contemporary versions of shamans for all types of life and health challenges, especially where more conventional approaches have brought no improvement. These present-day neo-shamans within a community are serving needs that cannot be met by practitioners of other disciplines, such as physicians, psychiatrists, psychotherapists, coaches, 14and even priests or ministers. In pursuit of solutions, these searchers are prepared to use the spiritual wisdom of ancient shamanism for the purpose of healing themselves. Compelled by its long and rich history, they imagine that neo-shamans will be able to serve as a “bridge” between the ordinary physical realm and the higher spiritual realm. Shamans are once again appreciated as wise practitioners who are able to perceive the unseen cause of affliction, be it spiritual, emotional, mental, mythical, or archetypal.


Compelled by its long and rich history, those seeking out shamanism imagine that neo-shamans will be able to serve as a “bridge” between the ordinary physical realm and the higher spiritual realm.

From listening to the narratives of those who have sought or are interested in the help of neo-shamans, one commonality is that most had tried numerous healing practices previously. Examples include re-birthing, out-of-body experiences, training in transpersonal psychotherapy, Reiki, craniosacral therapy, past life regression approaches, and Tantric yoga. Some of these searchers had even experimented with the Brazilian hallucinogenic ayahuasca plants, whilst others championed the clinical use of psychedelics in healing.

Having seen these modern-day neo-shamans in practice, they don’t seem all that different from other native tribesmen and women I encountered in Siberia. Like their predecessors, modern-day shamans also use the available knowledge of natural medicines, acupressure points, faith healing prayers, and meditation techniques to treat physical ailments. Clearly, they engage in various forms of psychological treatment, and their interventions may offer insights into their clients’ lives, providing direction or advice concerning major life decisions. To accelerate the process of helping their clients, some—as mentioned—may see fit to use plants such as ayahuasca during their special healing ceremonies.


Is there much difference?

Shamans believe that unseen spirits permeate the world, act upon us, and govern our fates. Depending on their clients’ needs, they play the role of doctors, priests, mystics, psychologists, oracles, and even poets. They view themselves as designated negotiators, dealing with life’s hidden realities through the mastery of physical and spiritual treatments.

15Reflecting on these shamanic practices, we might ask ourselves whether the kind of spiritual healings carried out by Catholic or Orthodox priests, Islamic Imams, Japanese Reiki Masters, or Hindu holy men are so different from the activities of the shamans. Their intentions resonate equally with the modus operandi of psychiatrists, psychotherapists, and coaches. Like shamans, these people—in their own unique way—try to resolve their clients’ conflicts and resistances by drawing them to a conscious level. But, whereas Western helping professionals may be looking for the psychological developmental causes of inner conflict, shamans typically attribute these people’s conditions to various forms of possession and other external causes.6


Shamans view themselves as designated negotiators, dealing with life’s hidden realities through the mastery of physical and spiritual treatments.

Pursing this line of inquiry further, clear parallels can be found between the work of shamans and that of Western helping professionals, especially in the context of the psychological contributions of depth psychologists such as Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung.
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