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This influential book shows how the systematic use of mental imagery can have a positive
influence on the course of disease and can help patients to cope with pain. In Imagery in
Healing, Jeanne Achterberg brings together modern scientific research and the practices of the
earliest healers to support her claim that imagery is the world's oldest and most powerful healing
resource. The book has become a classic in the field of alternative medicine and continues to be
read by new generations of health care professionals and lay people.In Imagery in Healing,
Achterberg explores in detail the role of the imagination in the healing process. She begins with
an exploration of the tradition of shamanism, "the medicine of the imagination," surveying this
time-honored way of touching the nexus of the mind, body, and soul. She then traces the history
of the use of imagery within Western medicine, including a look at contemporary examples of
how health care professionals have drawn on the power of the imagination through such
methods as hypnosis, biofeedback, and the placebo effect.Ultimately, Achterberg looks to the
science of immunology to uncover the most effective ground for visualization, and she presents
data demonstrating how imagery can have a direct and profound impact on the workings of the
immune system. Drawing on art, science, history, anthropology, and medicine, Imagery in
Healing offers a highly readable overview of the profound and complex relationship between the
imagination and the body.



“A real landmark in holistic medical studies. For those of us—and there are more of us all the time
—who think it is time to take responsibility for ourselves and our well-being, this is exciting
stuff.”—Frena Bloomfield, San Francisco Chronicle Review“I would encourage both laypersons
and professionals to read Imagery in Healing to understand how one's belief can physiologically
affect the human body.”—Charles P. Ledergerber, M.D., Journal of the American Medical
AssociationABOUT THE BOOKThis influential book shows how the systematic use of mental
imagery can have a positive influence on the course of disease and can help patients to cope
with pain. In Imagery in Healing, Jeanne Achterberg brings together modern scientific research
and the practices of the earliest healers to support her claim that imagery is the world's oldest
and most powerful healing resource. The book has become a classic in the field of alternative
medicine and continues to be read by new generations of health care professionals and lay
people.In Imagery in Healing, Achterberg explores in detail the role of the imagination in the
healing process. She begins with an exploration of the tradition of shamanism, “the medicine of
the imagination,” surveying this time-honored way of touching the nexus of the mind, body, and
soul. She then traces the history of the use of imagery within Western medicine, including a look
at contemporary examples of how health care professionals have drawn on the power of the
imagination through such methods as hypnosis, biofeedback, and the placebo effect.Ultimately,
Achterberg looks to the science of immunology to uncover the most effective ground for
visualization, and she presents data demonstrating how imagery can have a direct and profound
impact on the workings of the immune system. Drawing on art, science, history, anthropology,
and medicine, Imagery in Healing offers a highly readable overview of the profound and
complex relationship between the imagination and the body.JEANNE ACHTERBERG, Ph.D., is
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psychology and medicine—all are part of our close personal and professional relationship. He is
first and foremost a scientist, as am I. The shaman’s role was mutually donned in pursuit of the
depths of scientific discovery. And, in as much as I respect his fine skills as a statistician and his
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physical disability, no direction of thought that might improve the human condition is considered
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commended for their extended efforts.Three people deserve mention as major influences, not
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Huston Smith, philosopher and master teacher, how necessary it is to look beyond the petty
differences of doctrine for the threads of truth and validity in the spiritual viewpoint, and, indeed,
how we as scientists cannot escape the relevancy of that viewpoint in plying our trade. Second,
in countless instances over the past decade, I’ve taken a jog in my personal path, or a new turn
in my research, and looked backward in time only to see Larry LeShan already there, glasses
hung about his neck, chuckling, swinging his machete mind to blaze the trail. And finally, Michael
Hamer entered our lives most recently and has helped pull many of the pieces together with his
wonderful, experiential, academic approach to ancient ways. And from all of them, I’ve learned
maybe the most important lesson of all: the need to be able to find humor in the Divine Order.A
very special acknowledgment is due to Virginia Hine, dear friend and mentor, whose gently felt
presence continues its great influence on my thoughts. The concept for the book arose out of



night-long discussions and scores of letters, which had nothing overtly to do with science or
shamans or medicine, or so we thought. Rather, they had to do with relationships between
people who sensed a special love for each other, as Frank and I did, and as she and her
husband had. We called it a holobond, and a network of likeminded souls formed, with Virginia—
ever the cultural anthropologist—at the helm. The painful, ecstatic unfolding and enfolding of
oneself into the other person and back, the recognition of having been cut from the same fabric
and knowing full well an eternal inseparability led all of us to reexamine our personal views of
reality. Hints of the texture of this enormous perplexity came to us through myths and legends,
the great spiritual teachings, and new developments in science. The material herein was found
as a vital part of that exploration.IntroductionImagery has always played a key role in medicine.
What is imagery? Imagery is the thought process that invokes and uses the senses: vision,
audition, smell, taste, the senses of movement, position, and touch. It is the communication
mechanism between perception, emotion and bodily change. A major cause of both health and
sickness, the image is the world’s oldest and greatest healing resource.Imagery, or the stuff of
the imagination, affects the body intimately on both seemingly mundane and profound levels.
Memories of a lover’s scent call forth the biochemistry of emotion. The mental rehearsal of a
sales presentation or a marathon race evokes muscular change and more: blood pressure goes
up, brain waves change, and sweat glands become active. Because of this pronounced effect
the image has on the body, it yields power over life and death, and plays a key role in the less
dramatic aspects of living as well.In primitive societies, the witch doctor shakes the bones and
utters a curse. The victim’s heart flutters, his temperature drops, and death comes quickly. An
autopsy would show that the hex had the effect of causing the body to shut down—a
parasympathetic nervous system death, the physiologists might call it. The victim dies, not from
fright, but from hopelessness, from the vivid working of the imagination.A terminally ill cancer
patient goes to the shrine at Lourdes, France. A woman with severe rheumatoid arthritis crosses
the border into Mexico to get therapy that is unproven according to U.S. authorities and therefore
illegal in this country. A couple, long childless, pays a first visit to a famous medical school’s
infertility clinic. In each of the cases, positive changes in the condition in question have been
documented that either preceded treatment or accompanied what might be classified as
medically worthless intervention. Patients all over the world are administered placebos of one
kind or another. Often they show decreases in pain, nausea, anxiety, and even in tumor cells. It is
not just their attitude that changes; their biochemistry has also undergone a transformation. Far
from being the duping of innocents and malingerers, placebos and the power of suggestion tend
to work best in people who need and want to get well.The common feature of these events—the
mental rehearsals, the voodoo curses, visits to religious or medical shrines and response to
placebos—is that they all serve to alter the images or the expectancy that the persons hold
regarding the state of their health. And in doing so, the images cause profound physiological
change, a fact that must not be obscured by the glamor of modem medicine. Regardless of
technological advancement, we will always have to contend with this vast complex of



expectancies, beliefs, motivations, and the sometimes belligerent, sometimes miraculous, role
of the imagination.There is little argument about the negative power of the imagination on health.
Acceptance for the idea no doubt stems from widely publicized research on stress and disease,
as well as personal observation and intuition. Most people seem to have acknowledged at least
a tentative connection between causal factors emanating from their state of mind and the
subsequent observation of colds or infection or other evidence of diminished resistance to
disease. What has not been proposed often in modern times is that the reverse must also be
true. Since nature creates few one-way passages, if we can become ill through our
misbehaviors, even die from hexes and broken hearts, then we must also be able to make
ourselves well.A renewal of focus on the imagination as at once an ancient and potent aspect of
healing will help mark this decade as having initiated the most dramatic advances in medicine
the world has yet seen. The forces responsible for bringing about these changes represent a
grand confluence of theology, psychology, medicine, and anthropology, and are embodied in the
personages of the scientist and the shaman.This celebration of consciousness, of the power of
the human psyche, and of the imagination as the essence of the universe, is gaining momentum
even in unlikely academic circles. Medicine is not the target, nor even the cause of these great
changes; but it is a beneficiary nonetheless. Nowhere is there such a concrete manifestation of
the illusionary stuff that is mind and soul as in the human body. It is there, in the body, in its state
of relative health or sickness, that the harmony of the person with the cosmos is portrayed. The
body has no secrets; it never lies. Neither the sins of omission and commission in the
environment, nor past and present thoughts, can pass without leaving their corporeal mark. The
treatment of this complex landscape of thinking, feeling and being has been the province of
medicine, for better or for worse. And so it is on the field of medicine that the new developments,
the new understandings of the powers of the imagination, will have their most directed
force.Definite themes have emerged from the study of the imagination as healer, which relate to
two basic ways the image is believed to positively impact upon health. First is what I have called
preverbal imagery. Here, the imagination acts upon one’s own physical being. Images
communicate with tissues and organs, even cells, to effect a change. The communication can
be deliberate or not. It is preverbal in the sense that it probably evolved much earlier than
language, and uses different neural pathways for the transmission of information. The second
type of healing imagery is transpersonal, embodying the assumption that information can be
transmitted from the consciousness of one person to the physical substrate of others.The
scientific method is currently far more applicable to the study of the preverbal type of imagery.
The preverbal phenomena can be described using facts derived from physiology, anatomy,
chemistry, and the behavioral sciences. The proposition can, and has been, tested using the
scientific method. Transpersonal imagery, on the other hand, requires the existence of channels
of information flow that have not been identified by the tools of science. The validation of
transpersonal imagery must therefore be sought in the more qualitative types of observational
data gathered by the anthropologists, theologians, medical historians, and others, as well as by



intuitive, philosophical speculation. The greatest support for this theory comes from the tenacity
with which humans have clung to a belief in transpersonal healing, and have been reinforced in
that belief system, for at least 20,000 years.Although the dichotomy of imagery into
transpersonal and preverbal modes is useful in describing and understanding healing systems,
it is only grossly correct. The two types intermingle conceptually and in practice, and there is a
considerable amount of variance in the application of both. The complexity of describing the
image does not end in its categorization, however. In the following pages appears an unlikely
mixture of art and science, history and medicine. As might be expected in the search for
knowledge of one of the great enigmas of human nature, uncovering the dimensions of the
imagination has required traveling along multiple avenues. Some were frankly bizarre, others
offered only tenuous leads, still others were so enchanting it was difficult to move away at all.
This book is the story of my search—spiraling around the idea of the imagination as healer,
weaving in threads of metaphor, touching time and again on the primacy of consciousness as a
fact of human existence.I will begin in Chapter 1 by telling the story of the shamans—trying to
treat their perspective appropriately, but with a scientific eye. In describing the imagination and
healing, it seemed logical to approach the knowledge of these long-recognized experts.
Shamanism is the medicine of the imagination. The shaman is ubiquitous throughout time,
throughout the world. Shamanism is and has been the most widely practiced type of medicine
on the planet, particularly for serious illness. The shamans are the ones who are said to
understand, in a spiritual sense, the nexus of the mind, the body, and the soul. Their chief task
has always been to heal their people of the ills of humanity—whatever form those maladies
might assume. The shamans claim to have special skills for journeying to the planes of the
imagination where healing the body and healing the planet are possible.Most of the shamanic
lore is so foreign to the myths of contemporary medicine that it has long been discarded as too
fanciful, too untenable for twentieth-century, sensible, civilized, rational humankind.
Nevertheless, shamanic health practices have continued to thrive (or at least survive) alongside
of the mainstream of medical thought.The traditional concept of shamanism would place it within
the classification of transpersonal healing, and it is upon that issue that the shamans have
established their reputation. However, preverbal imagery plays a strong role, as well. The
shamans’ ritual work has a direct therapeutic effect on the patient by creating vivid images, and
by inducing altered states of consciousness conducive to self-healing. Too, the shamanic
concepts of disease and the community involvement in healing deserve consideration in these
times when disease has become an entity apart from its host and from the environmental
circumstances.In Chapter 2, the qualitative, historical evidence for the imagination as a healing
tool is explored further, specifically as it is found firmly embedded in the lineage of Western
medicine. Asclepius, Aristotle, Galen, and Hippocrates, regarded as the fathers of medicine,
used imagery for both diagnosis and therapy. Their sensitive observations concerning the ability
of the image to cure as well as kill provided a legacy that was fully realized by the creative
physicians of the Renaissance.Because we are all significantly influenced by the Anglo-Saxon



heritage, I have included a discussion of those healing traditions of England and Europe that
reflected upon the imagination. For several hundred years, the Catholic church functioned as the
authority in matters of health. The treatments the Church sanctioned were pilgrimages and
rituals that still bore the pagan taint of shamanism, although the gods differed. The early and
medieval Church incorporated the ancient Greek methods of healing in special temples
dedicated to the premise that vision and dreams contained seeds of knowledge regarding
health.Several scholars feel the true roots of shamanism in Western civilization lie in the
practices of the wise women, who were considered the ultimate purveyors of the supernatural,
and hence, of the imagination. In Celtic times they were priestesses, but their successors were
condemned as witches. The ebb and ultimate dissolution of women’s influence on medicine and
science were pivotal in directing healing away from the classic womanly virtues of nurturance,
intuition, empathy, and emotionality—all seen as threats and impediments to progress of the
new scientific order. Their specific knowledges, however, were borrowed and sustained for
generations by physicians, quacks, and the Church alike.This history of health practices is
fascinating in and of itself, but more important, it provides us with ground; it tells us that the
imagination has always been an integral part of the healing process, regardless of cultural
disguise. In each instance of history, the gifts of the imagination took primacy over pharmacy
and surgery, and those who were skilled at wielding the powers of the image were awarded the
greatest stature in the healing hierarchy. The scientific age brought this acclaim to a screeching
halt.It has only recently become quasi-respectable again to ask (and answer) questions about
the mind and medicine. Chapter 3 describes the work of those who are involved in such query,
and who might best be called shaman/scientists. They were and are in the midst of mainline
medicine, and have combined the ancient wisdoms with modem technology. For the most part,
these practitioners are no strangers to the terrain of the spirit, and with their help, the humanistic,
naturalistic practices are gradually returning from the fringes of medicine.From subject matter as
diverse as hypnosis, autogenics, biofeedback, general medical practice, and the placebo
response, it is apparent that the imagination enters health care in ways not dissimilar to those
described in the history of healing. First, it is a part of all health care, in the sense that every
interaction with health care personnel, every diagnosis and treatment, creates some kind of an
image in the patient’s mind. These images, in and of themselves, can turn the course of the
disease. Second, imagery is once again being used as diagnosis. Because of their intimate
contact with the physical body, images appear to express a body wisdom, an understanding of
both the status and prognosis of health. Third, imagery is used as therapy—its most
controversial application. And finally, the imagination is employed to systematically rehearse
anxiety-provoking events such as natural childbirth and the painful treatment for severe
burns.Before moving on to the innovative research and practice that will likely become the
foundation for the medicine of the future, I relate evidence for the imagination and health, told
from the special vantage place of the scientist. The scientific findings by no means explain away
the effectiveness of the imagination in health, but rather describe the events in different ways.



The study of the imagination, involving as it does the external verification of intrinsic, private
events, is especially susceptible to the whimsical nature of personal need, as well as the foibles
of human beings in reporting such events. Therefore, the scientific method is not only necessary,
but absolutely critical for establishing accurate, replicable, valid information, which can be used
in a productive sense in health. Science, when well practiced, is a ballet of discovery, an elegant
accoutrement to the rest of the world’s knowledge. More important, it provides a prohibition on
self-delusion, which distinguishes the scientific methods of observation from other ways of
seeking information.Even with the safeguards of the scientific methods, the descriptions the
scientist (as well as the shaman) gives of the imagination and the healing process are myths.
Scientists, artists, mystics, and poets still use their own special media to describe the
imagination. They paint pictures on the canvas of their choice. The stories that come from
science are no more nor less true than those from the great traditions of culture, but they are
different in both the methods used to obtain and view the data, and the level at which the
description is given. Using information from the basic sciences, in Chapter 4 I have provided a
description of the transition of mental images into physical change—or mind into matter, as
some would have it. While the answers are clearly not all in, enough information is available from
neuroanatomy and physiology, as well as biochemistry, to substantiate the existence of the
pathways. Images, indeed all thoughts, are electrochemical events, which are intricately woven
into the fabric of the brain and the body.In considering science and the imagination, we are
confronted with the facts of differing levels of description, all obtained with the scientific method.
The behavioral and social sciences, too, have studied the function of the imagination in healing
systems, but in terms of the behavior of the individual, and within the context of the social milieu.
Their position deserves note, and is outlined in Chapter 5. Rather than considering the
imagination in either a mystical sense (as the shamans would) or as a physiological, biochemical
phenomena, it becomes a hypothetical construct, a nonthing, which is measured only through
the observable behavior of persons and their societies. Analysis of the image tends to revolve
around psychological, rather than physiological, events. Because of these scientists, we realize
the important distinction between illness and disease, with the former being the unique personal
impact of mental or physical pathology, and the latter being the pathology itself. Techniques that
use the imagination to achieve health are most likely regarded as affecting the illness, but not
necessarily the disease. From the behavioral scientists, particularly, comes a wealth of
experimental work and studied application of the imagination as therapy in psychological
disorders.In Chapter 6, I have concluded with information on the frontier of health: the field of
immunology. As more and more is known of this magnificent system of defense, it appears the
major diseases of humanity could be conquered if the immune system could be trained to
function effectively. Diseases of the immune system include cancer, allergies, infections, the
autoimmune disorders such as multiple sclerosis and rheumatoid arthritis, and a multitude of
other conditions that are a consequence of either a sluggish or a hyperactive immune
system.We have a thirty-year research effort from scientists such as Walter Cannon, Hans



Selye, and many others, showing the potential for stress to hamper the immune function. There
are series after series of animal trials from the most respected laboratories in the world showing
that under stressed conditions, the compromised immune system can result in disease or even
death. We even have growing acceptance for the notion that stress exacerbates the growth of
cancer in humans, triggers flare-ups in patients with rheumatoid arthritis, and sends asthmatics
off to the emergency room for oxygen. Stress is implicated as a factor in both onset and
exacerbation of all of the autoimmune diseases—those conditions where the immune system
can no longer discriminate self from nonself, friend from foe.Fortunately, even though the
immune system is violently assaulted by many types of behaviors and thoughts, there is
information that it can also be enhanced and programmed through conscious acts. According to
new research, a variety of techniques—specific images, positive feelings, suggestions, learning
to respond to stressors in a relaxed way—all have the potential for increasing the ability of the
immune system to counter disease. Very current studies have shown that the immune system
itself is under the direct control of the central nervous system, particularly those areas of the
brain implicated in the transmission of the image to the body.A profound relationship exists
between the brain, behavior, psychological factors, and the immune system, although the exact
nature of the relationship has yet to be specified. New behavioral therapies that highlight the
imagination, such as guided imagery, hypnosis, biofeedback—all with a distinct tinge of
shamanism—have been shown to influence immunology under controlled testing
situations.There is drama, here, as the elusive mysteries of the human mind begin to unfold—
drama unparalleled on the battlefield, or in space, or in politics, or in any other arena. The
scientific paradigm shifts, the metaphors blend. It is a good time to be alive.1The Shaman:
Master Healer of the Imaginary RealmsI don’t know what you learned from books, but the most
important thing I learned from my grandfathers was that there is a part of the mind that we don’t
really know about and that it is that part that is most important in whether we become sick or
remain well.Thomas Largewhiskers, 100-year-old Navaho medicine manThe shamans’ work is
conducted in the realm of the imagination, and their expertise in using that terrain for the benefit
of the community has been recognized throughout recorded history. “The limitations of time and
space are transcended. . . . Rocks and stones speak. Men turn into animals and animals into
men. It is a world replete with archaic symbolism, in which the shaman journeys the breadth of
the universe or around the moon on missions of utmost importance to his people.”1 Since the
dawn of civilization, these voyages have been conducted to experience the Creator, to seek
wisdom, and to heal the ailments of the body. I will focus upon the healing aspect here,
describing the phenomenon in the allegory of the shaman and of the scientist.If healing with the
imagination is ever to have an impact on the practice of modern medicine, it must first be
measured and described with the yardsticks of science. On the other hand, we must not ignore
the shamans’ own wisdom. The shamans tend to believe that Western explanations of their
medicine are either grossly offensive, or bordering on just plain foolish. According to Bergman in
his description of the Navaho, the shamans’ explanations of why their medicine works, “should



they feel like giving any, tend to be unsatisfying to us since they are based on the supernatural.”2
Shamanistic medicine should not be robbed of its significance by pretending that it is something
that it is not, or by regarding it as a bastardized, primitive form of medical and psychological aid
designed to pacify the ignorant natives. It is probably not too harmful to call what the shamans
do “psychotherapy,” or an outlet for aberrant personalities, or to say, at best, they provide a basis
for the networking of the community. This labeling might promote good will toward the
preservation of these ancient practices. However, the paths of the shaman are first and foremost
spiritual. It is here, as “technicians of the sacred”3 that their expertise resides, and here where
their success is measured by their own cultures’ yardsticks.The current widespread interest in
the shamanic practices, often manifested as an uncritical reverence for anything loosely
affiliated with native culture, surely must reflect a longing for a more humanistic, spiritual
inclusion in modern medicine. One might say that the Medicine Wheel of Western civilization
has looked to the North far too long now, having much knowledge but little feeling.What is
Shamanism?Shaman is a word derived from the Russian saman. Weston La Barre, a
distinguished professor of anthropology at Duke University, notes that the shaman is the world’s
oldest professional, and the personage from whom both the modern doctor and priest descend.
“The shaman was the original artist, dancer, musician, singer, dramatist, intellectual, poet, bard,
ambassador, advisor of chiefs and kings, entertainer, actor and clown, curer, stage magician,
juggler, jongleur, folksinger, weatherman, artisan, culture hero and trickster-trans-former.”4
Mircea Eliade, an author of classic anthropological and theological works, has reviewed the vast
literature on shamanism, and finds the shamans characterized as priest, physician, magician,
sorcerer, exorcist, political leader, psychotic and mountebank.5The popular concept of
shamanism typically relates to the practice of any sort of nonmedical, folk, or mentalistic healing,
or to any health system that does not incorporate Western medicine. The words witch doctor and
medicine man are often used interchangeably, with shaman, but this is an incorrect
understanding. A shaman may well have an herbal lore or a knowledge of crisis or trauma
medicine, but, in the stricter anthropological sense, shamans are those individuals who
distinguish themselves through particular practices of ecstasy or altered states of
consciousness. During these states, they ascend to the sky or descend to the underworld of the
imagination. The focus of the shamanic journeying is on obtaining power or knowledge in order
to help the community, or on healing—although disease, and hence, cure, may be quite unlike
what might be recognized as such in conventional medicine.Eliade and others view shamanism
as a healing system involving techniques for entering into and interpreting the landscape of the
imagination that is encountered during the journeying, or the “magical flight.”6 The achievement
of a state of ecstasy (or trance, or altered state of consciousness) is agreed upon as a universal
aspect of shamanic practice, but certainly not every ecstatic would be considered a shaman.
Indeed, the shamanic ecstasy has been identified as a highly specific, special category of
altered state, one that can be entered into and exited from at will.7In addition, the shaman is
identified as one who has guardian spirits (also sometimes called power animals, helping spirits,



tutelaries, totems, or fetishes), from whom power and knowledge is gained. Not everyone who
claims these spirits is a shaman, however, and laypersons may have similar spirits who have not
conferred shamanic power upon them, or they may be in possession of lesser spirits, or just
fewer of them.8 While the spirits offer protection to the layperson and shaman alike, the use of
them to heal others or for divination is normally the province of the shaman alone.9The shaman,
then, is defined both by practices and intent: Shamanic practice involves the ability to move in
and out of a special state of consciousness, a notion of a guardian spirit complex, and has the
purpose of helping others.10 The most distinguishing feature of shamanic work for the purposes
of the current treatise is that the shamans have been recognized throughout the recorded history
of the human species as having the ability to heal with the imagination, par excellence.The
Shaman in the Traditional Healing ComplexThe healing techniques of the shaman have always
existed side-by-side with medicine of a more mechanical or technological nature. A good
shaman, noting that the patient had an arrow sticking out between his shoulder blades, would
not likely have ordered up an altered state of consciousness at least until the intrusion was
removed, available medicines were applied to staunch the bleeding, and others used to halt
infection and pain. The skill level for these tasks might be considerable, but nothing compared to
what must come next: the determination of the power base of the patient and the enemy, an
examination of motives and belief systems, and an interpretation of the trauma in the cultural
context. All of this was the work of the shaman.The shamans, performing the difficult tasks of
seeking the connectedness of all things and protecting the souls of the sick and dying, have
traditionally been used as treatment of the last resort. For simple problems, nature has provided
the obvious remedies, widely sown across the planet and well-known to early cultures. The
aches of being alive could be relieved by willow bark, the forerunner of today’s aspirin; the pains
of dying were alleviated by the essence of the poppy. Even menstrual cramps and irregularities
could be reduced by plants that grow in every fertile niche of the earth. Infections could be
halted, fevers lowered, and madness constrained by nature’s offerings.Mechanical
maneuverings of the contents of the human frame were also not beyond the skill level of even
the very early humans. Brain surgery has been successfully conducted for at least ten-thousand
years: skulls from the period show careful removal and replacement of bony material, and
indications that the patient lived to die from other causes.11 Bones from the Paleolithic,
Mesolithic, and Neolithic periods suggest that prehistoric humans were able to keep themselves
alive for about forty years, and sundry well-healed wounds have been noted. Ears and noses
have been replaced using delicate plastic surgery for at least two-thousand years.12The
removal of offending bodies (bullets, tumors, slivers and ingrown toenails) tends to require a
good eye and a steady hand, but a philosophical nature is optional. Mechanical medicine, like
plumbing and electronics, depends upon knowledge of the circuitry, but not necessarily an
appreciation for how a toilet or a radio (or a human) fits into the cosmos. Typically in shamanic
cultures, a healing hierarchy exists, with those whose singular talent rests in physical
manipulation or prescription at the bottom, followed by specialists in diagnosis, and then



crowned by the shamans and their use of the imagination to intervene with the
supernatural.There is a fourth category of persons in this hierarchy that also has the reputation
of working with the imagination in powerful ways: their name is sometimes improperly translated
into English as “witch.” These folk delve into the dark side of magic, and are called upon when
the shaman’s medicine fails, particularly if the disease is believed to be the result of a hex.
Needless to say, their power is greatly feared, and they are believed to be able, and certainly
willing, to call up evil forces of destruction. The documented instances of “voodoo death” and
hexing in American medical journals attests to their ability to create malevolent outcomes
through the workings of the imagination.13The shaman may have knowledge and function in
several healing roles. It would be unthinkable, however, to go to a bone setter who was not also a
shaman to ask how to live a life, or for an interpretation of the meaning of a disease in a cultural
context. The distinction between mechanical, technological medicine and shamanic medicine
seems to have been clear until recent times, with the former having always had a stellar role in
relieving the torment of physical suffering. In these modern times, medicine as technology has
been beset with high expectations. In the first instance, it is regarded as exclusive medicine,
ignoring the significant, ancient and ongoing contribution of the shaman’s wisdom toward total
health. And in the second, ironically, the medical doctor, him/herself, has been cloaked in the
myth of the shaman as omnipotent healer—an amazingly inaccurate perception considering the
lack of training (and inclination) on the part of the physician for the ancient shamanic
practice.The Ancient WayShamanism is the oldest and most widespread method of healing with
the imagination. There is archaeological evidence suggesting that the techniques of the shaman
are at least 20,000 years old, with vivid evidence of their antiquity in the cave paintings in the
south of France. In Les Trois Freres cave, there is a mysterious, partly carved, partly painted
deerlike creature thought to represent a shaman. Carvings on reindeer bones from the
Paleolithic period showing the shaman garbed in an animal mask were found in Pin Hole Cave in
England. Another reindeer bone carving of enormous interest shows a pregnant woman lying
underneath a deer, presumably to garner strength for her ordeal. (The highly prevalent deer
motif as healing spirit will be discussed in other contexts in this chapter.) LeBarre summarizes
the anthropological evidence for dating the shamanic complex to the Paleolithic Ur-kultur, and in
his opinion, shamanism is the Ur-religion and the essence of all supernatural religions.14 (The
Ur-kultur spread with human groups to all parts of the earth, and is still visible in some cultural
practices.)The practices of shamans are remarkably similar in Asia, Australia, Africa, the
Americas, and even in Europe. This consistency leads to widespread speculation about earlier
contacts among the people of these lands. Harner, however, questions why these practices
would be passed down for 20,000 some odd years, when other aspects of the various social
systems are in great contrast. He suggests it is because shamanism works, and, through trial
and error, the same techniques for healing were adopted by diverse populations. He also
believes that one need not share the cultural perspective of the shaman in order for shamanism
to be effective. “The ancient way is powerful, and taps so deeply into the human mind, that one’s



usual cultural belief systems and assumptions about reality are essentially irrelevant.”15 In other
words, belief in the invariant laws of the universe called forth in shamanic practice is no more
necessary to make them work than a belief in gravity is necessary to make objects fall to the
ground. In this context of the shamanic tradition, we can conceive of a natural environ that
responds when we call Her in the old ways She has learned to understand. We are dealing with
a classically conditioned universe, if you will. This position of Hamers’ is consonant with the
shamans’ explanation of how their own system works, and explains why common elements can
be observed in all parts of the world.Sociologists and those of psychiatric persuasion, however,
normally take another point of view toward shamanism or any nonmedical healing. This view
maintains that any benefit derived from such healing systems is highly specific to the world view
held by the culture, and that one would not, therefore, expect any cross-cultural healing to occur
unless there were chance commonalities in ritual and symbol. Any similarities found from tribe to
tribe would be explained by the mutual availability of raw materials to weave into ritual meaning;
the physiology of human beings, which is intimately affected by their emotions; and the
undeniable human need to harmonize inner conflict and be integrated with a group and a spirit
world. Jerome Frank has been a well-respected spokesman for this line of reasoning, which
leads to the conclusion that any effectiveness of shamanic healing is a function of heightened
expectancy on the part of the sick and injured, and that the true benefit of the primitive
techniques is to provide emotional relief and a sense of community.16 This position would also
assert that shamanism would be most successful for psychological problems (depression and
anxiety), for diagnoses that fall within the traditional concept of “psychosomatic,” and for
conditions that stem from cultural or familial alienation, as opposed to “physical” disease as it is
diagnosed by Western medical practitioners. We will discuss how these traditional distinctions
between so-called psychosomatic and physical disease are currently breaking down in more
detail in Chapter 5.The Meaning of Health and Disease in the Shamanic SystemIt is important to
consider the healing techniques of the imagination used by the shamans in the context of their
usual belief structure concerning the nature of health and illness. In the discussion that follows,
as well as in all generalizations about shamanistic practice, certain quirks of cultures will prove
exceptions to the points being made. There are sufficient points of convergence across all
traditions, however, to justify broad observations.First and foremost, avoiding death is not the
purpose for the practice of medicine in the shamanic traditions. Our Western mistrust of these
systems often comes from the observation that shamanic healing may not have resulted in an
extension of life. Healing, for the shaman, is a spiritual affair. Disease is considered to have
origins in, and gains its meaning from, the spirit world. The purpose of life, itself, is to be
indoctrinated and initiated into the visionary regions of the spirit, and to maintain oneself in
concert with all things on earth and in the sky. To lose one’s soul is the gravest occurrence of all,
since it would eliminate any meaning from life, now and forever. Thus, the purpose of much
shamanic healing is primarily to nurture and preserve the soul, and to protect it from eternal
wandering.Illness, as it is conceived of even in the modern sense, is regarded as something



entering the body from without, something that needs to be removed or destroyed or protected
against. In the shamanic system, however, the primary problem is not the external element, but
the loss of personal power that permitted the intrusion in the first place, whether it be an arrow or
an evil spirit. (The “poison dart” theory of the Nekematigi of Papua New Guinea is a case in point.
Here some, though not all, disease is classified as sorcery and regarded as the result of the
magical shooting of poisoned darts from the enemy.)17 Therefore, shamanic treatment for all
ailments first emphasizes augmenting the power of the sick person, and only secondly
counteracting the power of the illness-producing agent. All medicines, including Western when
available, are used for both stages. Actually, this is rather advanced thinking, since recent
discoveries in medical science support a similar description of the disease process, a topic that
will be treated in some depth in Chapter 6. To briefly summarize the issue, the so-called primary
external causes of major illness—viruses, bacteria, and other invisible elements in the
environment—are a threat to health only when a person’s natural protective mantle develops a
weakness.In the tribal societies where shamanism has flourished, the practice of healing
overlaps and is integrated with all of secular and sacred life—with prayer, farming, marriage, war,
and taboo. Grossinger notes that the shaman cannot work exclusively in the context of disease;
history provides no basis or technology for the isolation of disease from the rest of the human
condition. The dangers of isolating one part of living from another are recognized, and there is
little interest in merely lengthening life, but rather in restoring balance. He also observes, in
defense of the holistic, shamanistic medicine, that when we treat disease as a concrete entity
capable of technologic remediation, we lose the notion of an integrated system. The disease
may manifest outwardly as pathological changes, “but it is also the place where all other crises
and necessities of the organism come together. It is the most intimate writing of the turbulence
and changes of life on the single bodies and collective body of the biosphere. Nothing else,
except maybe dream or vision, forces the organism to reconcile itself instantaneously with the
devastating pagan powers of which it is made.” Illness, he says, tugs one toward the reality of
both biological and social existence. Disease can lead to vision and personal growth, and in light
of this, “the world of sterile chemicals and operating tables is a cruel reversal and a wasteful
joke.”18In the shamanic traditions, as one might expect, there is a far greater emphasis on
disturbances of the spirit than one finds in the medicine of industrialized countries. The shaman
is well-skilled at differential diagnosis of spirit disorders. Sometimes the soul may be diagnosed
as having been frightened, other times depressed, and worst of all, it may have exited itself
altogether (known as susto, or “soul loss,” among Spanish speaking cultures). Both physical and
mental symptoms are characteristic of the different states, and are regarded as quite serious.
Without intervention, the patient may well die without resolving the problem that caused the
disease in the first place, and thus be doomed to an eternal life of being out of synchrony with
the universe.Any current thrust toward romanticizing shamanic medicine or folk medicine in
general should be tempered with the knowledge that often the remedies prescribed were clearly
wrong and harmful from the standpoint of physical well-being. Jilek-Aall describes birthing



procedures dictated by custom in parts of Africa that defy the course of nature. The result is high
infant mortality, and a high incidence of epilepsy—a disorder known to be related to birth
trauma.19 Other conditions of early tribal life, such as major debilitative illnesses from impure
food and water resources, rampant parasitic infestation, and a limited life expectancy, were
regarded as normal conditions of living. Our advanced technology in sanitary conditions and
nutrition has significantly reduced those problems in industrialized countries. Even in cultures
that still have shamanic activities, the imported health facilities seem to be regarded as the first-
line stance against injury, infection, and endemic disease.20Unfortunately, “civilization” has
created new health problems in the stead of those that it has ameliorated. For example, in
contemporary Western medicine, life’s natural passages are viewed as deficiency diseases that
require medical attention. Newborn babies, about-to-be mothers, menopausal women, and
people who are simply experiencing old age are hospitalized and medicated as if pathology
were present. Even marriage and death require the legal stamp of medical approval. Growth
rituals in our society have been turned over to the health care system; thus, the natural
maturation and fruition of human condition are regarded as sicknesses, and in need of
intervention.The shamans are pivotal figures in the rites of passage for their respective cultures
in quite another way. Their wisdom is consulted in events that are believed critical to living, such
as naming the infants, the vision quest or puberty rites that signify the beginnings of adult
responsibility, and the ceremonial occasions of birth and marriage. This stands to reason in a
shamanic culture, where the shaman, as well as being a healer, serves as a philosopher/priest
who is privy to the supernatural.The function of any society’s health system is ultimately tied to
the philosophical convictions that the members hold regarding the purpose of life itself. For the
shamanic cultures, that purpose is spiritual development. Health is being in harmony with the
world view. Health is an intuitive perception of the universe and all its inhabitants as being of one
fabric. Health is maintaining communication with the animals and plants and minerals and stars.
It is knowing death and life and seeing no difference. It is blending and melding, seeking solitude
and seeking companionship to understand one’s many selves. Unlike the more “modern”
notions, in shamanic society health is not the absence of feeling; no more so is it the absence of
pain. Health is seeking out all of the experiences of Creation and turning them over and over,
feeling their texture and multiple meanings. Health is expanding beyond one’s singular state of
consciousness to experience the ripples and waves of the universe.Who Becomes a Shaman?
Both men and women apparently have equal potential for shamanic practice, but in cultures
where the demands of daily living are great and continuous on women, men may simply have
more leisure time to engage in the lengthy shamanic training. The personal knowledge and
power of the shaman are gained through many, many journeys into other realms of
consciousness, and “years of shamanic experience are usually necessary to arrive at a high
degree of knowledge of the cosmic puzzle.”21 So, motivation, willingness, and time to engage in
a lengthy learning period are all prerequisites to enter this, the oldest of professions.The practice
of shamanism is always regarded as being fraught with grave risk to the life and well-being of the



practitioner, and in some cases, women may be more able or willing to tread upon the
supernatural territory. In China, one particularly dangerous aspect of shamanism, “soul raising,”
is almost always practiced by women. Kendall, in viewing recent work on Asian shamanism,
notes that women on the outskirts of the Chinese family were the only ones that dared mediate
with the ancestors, since they had very little to lose by engaging in such a fearsome task. When
economic circumstances threw them back on their own resources, they used intuitive abilities in
a supernatural application to “dodge the vicissitudes of a male-dominant society.”22 This was
true in Europe, too, where economic opportunity for women who were not highly born ranged
from scant to nonexistent until this century.A long-standing debate has existed in
anthropological writings on whether shamanism is a shelter for deranged personalities. This
topic will be covered later, in the discussion of shamanism and schizophrenia. Also, since
shamanic practice is highly developed in the circumpolar area, there has been some speculation
that the shamanic trance and other behaviors may represent Arctic hysteria, and be a function of
extreme cold, desert solitude, and sundry vitamin deficiencies. This explanation can be readily
dismissed since similar shamanic practices occur in the tropics.23 Others have suggested
shamans exist because the society at large encourages oppressed categories of persons—
usually women in Asian shamanism—to use divine inspiration as “an oblique redressive
strategy”24The basic skills requisite for the shaman include the ability to create an atmosphere
of awe, of spiritual power and omniscience, and the endurance to sustain a performance that
requires concentration for hours or even weeks.25 Facility for shamanism is demonstrated
through reporting on supernatural occurrences during the vision quest, having dreams full of
message and precognition, or showing talents such as clairvoyance. The prospective
candidate’s behaviors tend to indicate a greater than usual facility for using the imagination, and/
or a miraculous ability to recover from significant illness—hence, the notions of the “divine
illness” and the “wounded healer” that are prevalent throughout the literature on
shamanism.26Disease and the Initiatory CallDisease plays at least two roles in the shamanic
choice of vocation. First, being afflicted with certain diseases may automatically include one in
the ranks of potential shamans. In Siberia, for instance, having epilepsy or other nervous
disorders is a clear indication of shamanic talent. Second, the initiatory call in which the vocation
is revealed may come during an acute physical or mental crisis. This issue is discussed by Joan
Halifax, who writes that the initiation often comes from a crisis of powerful illness involving an
encounter with forces of decay and destruction. “Illness thus becomes the vehicle to a higher
plane of consciousness.”27 She tells of Matsuwa, a Huichol shaman, who did not receive
shamanhood until he lost his right hand and maimed his foot. Only upon the impending crisis did
he recognize his powers.An account of the initiation of an Avam-Samoyed shaman has it that a
man, stricken with smallpox, remained unconscious for three days. On the third day he appeared
so lifeless that he was nearly buried. He had visions of going down to hell where he was carried
to an island upon which stood the Tree of the Lord of the Earth. The Lord gave him a branch of
the tree with which to make a drum. Moving on in his imagination, he came to a mountain.



Entering a cave, he saw a naked man who caught him, cut off his head, chopped up his body,
and boiled the bits in a kettle for three years. After this time, his body was reassembled and
covered with flesh. During his adventures, he met the evil shamans and the lords of epidemics
who gave him instruction on the nature of disease. He was strengthened in the land of
shamanesses, taught how to “read inside his head,” to see mystically without his normal eyes,
and how to understand the language of plants. When he awoke finally, or rather was resurrected,
he could begin to shamanize.28Even in the evaluation of contemporary medicine and science,
the shamans chosen by way of physical disease had special powers. A person who survived
smallpox, the most dreaded of all plagues, could live to walk among the ill and treat them with no
fear of infection. Any brush with death from which a person emerged with knowledge of the
encounter, as well as specialized immunity, should be a clear calling to healing. It is a fair
assumption that the shamans were in possession of a magnificent set of white blood cells.Death/
Rebirth as a Recurrent ThemeTales of frightening initiations are not unusual. These ordeals
occur particularly during the ritual vision quests, when a vocation is sought after days of fasting
and isolation. Thus the mettle and motivation of the would-be shamans are put to test. The
underlying theme, again and again, is one of death and rebirth, with visions of physical
dismemberment and reconstruction being quite common.Jilek reports a contemporary instance
of the death and rebirth myth played out in the ritual of initiation among the Salish Indians. These
Indians believe the shamanic healing power is available to all and is a “divine compensation for
the technological assets of white civilization.” Those who are chosen to exercise the power are
called spirit dancers, and are initiated over a several day period. During this time, according to
one report, “You call a new dancer a baby because he is starting out his life again . . . he is
helpless.” According to another, “They [initiators] kill you as an evil person, they revive you to a
new human being, that’s why they club you, you just go and pass out, but you come
back. . . .”29The Salish shamanic initiation includes first a period of torture and deprivation: being
clubbed, bitten, thrown about, immobilized, blindfolded, teased, starved. When the initiate “gets
his song straight,” or the slate that is the mind is wiped clean, the guardian spirit or power animal
appears. This second phase of initiation is accompanied by significant physical activity: running
barefoot in the snow, swimming in icy waters, dancing and drumming to exhaustion. During the
indoctrination period, the Indians describe entering into blissful or trance states, which some
have compared with alcohol intoxication and heroin use. Others state, “I was jumping three feet
high and I had such a thrill, a terrific feeling as if you were floating, as if you were in the air. . . .” “It
seems to me this power is like electricity; that’s why I would not let anybody dance behind me. . . .
It’s a force that makes you dance, something like a shock . . . you just hear your song and the
drums. . . .”30The ceremonials of the Salish Indians are again being practiced, and the number
of spirit dancers is growing each year. They were suppressed for nearly a century for fear they
would threaten white man’s religion and government. Now, the spirit dancing serves to
reintegrate the alienated from their communities, and as a treatment for behavioral or
psychophysiologic disorders. Jilek’s data on the effectiveness of the dancing as a cure for



alcoholism are impressive.The Shamanic State of ConsciousnessThe shamanic state of
consciousness (Harner’s SSG) is the very essence of shamanism; and it is critical to the
premise that the shaman is the past and present master of the imagination as healer. The
shamans claim to be able to enter at will an unusual state of consciousness, one conducive to
special problem-solving abilities. The shamanic rituals—the drums and monotonous chants, the
fasting and sleeplessness—allow the shaman to slip into a dream-like state, somewhere
between sleep and wakefulness, where vivid imagery experiences are possible.Risse claims
that in the state of consciousness used in shamanic healing, mental resources are employed
that modern persons either no longer have access to or are not interested in using, in view of the
current reliance upon coherent and rational conscious thought. For difficult problems, instead of
turning to rationality, the shaman turns to inner experiences for solutions, using sensory
memories, as well as abstractions and symbolisms. “He reviews his subconscious flow of
pictures without the use of the critical powers activated by consciousness as well as the grid of
causality, time, and space.”31 The shaman, in effect, is plugging into a data bank that can’t be
known in the normal, waking state of consciousness. A description of the SSC that allows
external verification, reproducibility, and is reliable across observers, will be the closest that this
generation of scientific technology will come to understanding how the workings of the shaman’s
imagination could possibly act upon another person for diagnosis and cure as claimed.Carlos
Castaneda, in the many stories of his initiation by Don Juan, the Yaqui shaman, makes a critical
distinction between types of consciousness. That is, there is an ordinary reality (the ordinary
state of consciousness, or OSC, as Harner calls it), and a nonordinary reality (the SSC).32 The
shamanistic healing journey is accomplished in the nonordinary reality. Negligence in making
this distinction and in understanding all that the definitions imply has led to erroneous
conclusions about shamanistic healing. The belief that shamans dealt primarily with psychiatric
cases (thus using the imagination to heal only imaginary ailments), or that the shamans’ skills
were based upon trickery and hallucinations (i.e., the shamans were psychopathological
themselves) is a failure on the part of the observer to understand the ramifications of differing
states of consciousness.For the shaman, there are varying levels of reality, and he/she exists in
some form on all of them, often perceiving simultaneous existence on one or several planes. The
shaman may be journeying in the SSC, but at the same time appearing alert, aware, and even
lucid in the OSC.33 The worlds of dreams or of fantasy are no less “real” than the one world that
is perceived in the ordinary waking state of consciousness—only different. The shamans’
treasure trove of information is approached and applied in a special state, or “place,” that permits
interactions among the living and not living, the animals, and literally all the particles of the
universe. Amazing cross-cultural agreement exists for this point, enough to shame our Western
souls for not earlier attempting to glean information from this medical school of the
millennia.People who are accustomed to thinking in terms of more than one reality, such as
metaphysicists, some quantum physicists, and mystics, have no problem in understanding the
implications of the shamanic consciousness. When thoughts are conceived of as things, or



things as thoughts (or, more precisely, the inevitable, eternal interchange between mass and
energy), then the shamanic system, as embodied in the special state of being, can be viewed as
something beyond an exclusive conglomerate of superstitious behavior, dishonest quacks, and
gullible, desperate patients. (It should go without saying, though, that crass fraud exists in all
healing systems, including shamanism.)The implications of the existence of a real, but
nonordinary, reality should first be examined in terms of the rituals and symbols used in healing
ceremonies. “Ritual” and “symbol” are concepts contemporary Western cultures hold dear as
metaphorical, or as pretend acts and items. In the SSC, however, these become—they actually
are—what the shaman says they represent. When a shaman dons the skin of his power animal
and dances around the campfire, it is the power animal dancing in the SSC, not the man and a
skin in some theatrical rendition. When the shaman sucks a bloody object out of an ailing
patient’s chest, or presses into the patient’s gut and retrieves a spider and claims to have
extracted the disease, the Western scientist tends to evaluate the magicianlike performance in
ordinary reality’s terms. Did the cure make the patient physically well? Was the “thing” gotten
from the patient medically related to the disease?Such questions are irrelevant to the shamanic
sense of health. Getting well may have little or nothing to do with the body; and since there is not
such a thing as a symbol, only the thing itself, the chicken gizzard or the blood-stained down are
exactly what the shaman says they are—and that is whatever was revealed during the SSC. The
symbols are the shaman’s way of distilling the journey and presenting information in a way the
community can appreciate. They are not lies, but rather a system used to communicate a little-
understood reality.The SSC represents a discrete altered state of consciousness, following
Charles Tart’s categorizations.34 The reality encountered is different from what Tart calls the
consensus reality (Castaneda’s ordinary reality and Hamer’s ordinary state of consciousness),
but not necessarily to be equated with other kinds of altered states of consciousness, such as
those noted in REM or dream sleep, hypnosis, meditation, while in a coma, or after taking
psychedelic drugs. Peters and Price-Williams analyzed shamanic practices in forty-two cultures
and also concluded that shamanic ecstasy was a specific type of altered state.35 The notion
that there exists only a consensus reality and that every other perception is pathological has
significantly impeded the taxonomy of altered states. I submit that the SSC is indeed different
from those states cited above, but may correspond to the realm of consciousness described by
the mystics, and expounded upon by such fine writers on the topic as Evelyn Underhill and
William James, e.g., a state of insight into the depths of truth, unplumbed by the discursive
intellect, and used to establish a conscious relation with the Absolute.36The SSC corresponds
significandy to Lawrence LeShan’s description of “clairvoyant reality,” which he uses to describe
states of being experienced by both mystics and psychic healers. He contrasts clairvoyant reality
with sensory reality, where information comes in through the senses, time is discrete and moves
only in one direction, and space serves as a barrier for information exchange. The clairvoyant
reality he describes as timeless, where objects may exist but only as part of a unified whole, and
neither time nor space can prevent information exchange.37 His definition, then, is akin to the



idea of a nonordinary reality as stated by Castaneda, as well as the SSC. LeShan’s in-depth field
studies, conducted with a fine scientific eye, enabled him to classify types of psychic healing,
replicate it himself in controlled environments, and later to develop a theoretical framework for
such events. This is how any scientific pursuit must begin.LeShan’s work is quite relevant to the
theme of his book. Although I have not mentioned the word “psychic” specifically, psychic
healing, as he describes it, is well within the rubric of the type of healing with the imagination that
I have previously categorized as transpersonal healing. It could be argued that mystics and
psychic healers are also shamans, since they enter an altered state of consciousness at will to
help other persons, use spirit guides, etc. However, the definition of shamanism implies that a
social role is being served that is integral to and recognizable by the community.38 Psychics and
mystics normally do not meet the latter qualification. Of a certainty, what LeShan and others refer
to as psychic phenomena are aspects of shamanism: clairvoyance, precognition, telepathy,
mediumship, special diagnostic and healing abilities. Regardless of terminology, the territory
appears to be the same. In this vein, LeShan quotes the visionary Louis Claude de Saint-Martin:
“All mystics speak the same language and come from the same country.”39The clairvoyant
reality, according to LeShan, is reached by means of prayer, or techniques of viewing the healee
from a spiritual perspective, or some other technique, such as meditation, which alters the state
of consciousness. The healer doesn’t try to do anything to the healee; he/she merely tries to
unite, merge, become one with him or her. Deep, intense caring or love focused on the healee is
described as the heart of the healing mechanism. Both the healer and healee, in a special
moment, “know” their integral part in the universe, which places the healee in a different
existential position. “He [the healee] was back home in the universe; he was no longer ‘cut
off’ . . . He was completely enfolded and included in the cosmos with his ‘being,’ his ‘uniqueness,’
his individuality enhanced.”40 LeShan noted that under these conditions sometimes positive
biological changes took place.The SSC in a Research PerspectiveThe clairvoyant reality, the
SSC, the mystic experience that brings knowledge and insight from sources beyond, can only
happen if the barriers separating self from nonself become fluid, and the imagination reaches
out beyond the intellect. What is implied here is that the barriers are also a function of the
imagination, and can be lifted during specific states of consciousness. In the reports of those
who have traveled to these other realities, as we have noted from LeShan and others, it is
enough to just “be” there with the expressed purpose of healing in order for healing to occur.
Remember, in the shamanic world health is harmony. The transpersonal healer claims to be able
to reharmonize or “heal” the patient by readjusting his/her relationship to the rest of the universe,
and can do this in an instant of recognizing the divine unity.How can this be understood within a
more scientific framework? The equations and “thought experiments” of quantum physicists, as
well as their comments on the behavior of the universe as a metaphor for their observations of
subatomic particles, have been employed by LeShan in conjunction with his treatment of
clairvoyant reality and the mystical experience, and by Capra to analogize the experience of the
mystic, as well as shaman and shamanic-like realities.41Beyond the consensual validation of



the phenomenological aspects of the SSC and the quantum analogies, there is scant
information on either biochemical or neurophysiological correlates. Dr. Joe Kamiya recently
attempted to record physiological data from Michael Harner during a shamanic journey.
However, he feels movement artifacts made the data of questionable validity.42 Most of the
standard equipment used to monitor physiological function, particularly brain waves, requires a
stationary subject. New developments in telemetric recording devices should be useful in
recording and delineating the SSC from other types of altered states.Two types of data may
have relevance for understanding the SSC from the vantage point of basic science. One set of
information comes from subjects who have had physiological parameters recorded during what
they describe as out-of-the-body (OOB) experiences; the second set comes from studies of the
effects of reduced stimulation. The first example is a single, but well-documented, case study by
Tart, who recorded brain waves (EEG), galvanic skin response (GSR), and heart rate from a
woman who experienced being OOB frequently during sleep. His results were quite surprising.
During what were believed to be the times the OOB state was reported, alpha activity was 1½
cycles per second slower than the subject’s normal alpha, and no REMs (rapid eye movements),
which normally accompany dreaming, were recorded. Other physiological parameters indicated
there was no physiological arousal, despite the reports of heightened mental activity. Tart
reported that such a state had never been described in the sleep literature: it could not be
classified as any of the known stages of sleep nor was it a Stage 1 (drowsy) pattern, nor was it a
waking pattern.43Even though the shamans often describe traveling out of their bodies to
strange and exotic places, the OOB states seem to have an air of uncontrollability about them
that is unlike the shamanic state of consciousness. Therefore, data on the OOB states may not
be truly representative. Information on lucid dreaming, or dreams where conscious control is
exerted over the contents and the dreamer is aware of existing simultaneously in the dream as
well as the ordinary reality, may be more relevant. The lucid dream is coupled with vivid imagery,
a sense of dissociation, and feelings of moving out of the physical body. An ability to dream in
this way has been well described by Castaneda and others as being important to shamanic
“seeing.”44 Physiological parameters are not yet available, to my knowledge, on this particular
phenomena.Out-of-the-body “journeys” have been reported following significant periods of
sensory deprivation, sensory overload, or monotonous or repetitive stimulation—all three of
which are part of the ritual for attaining the SSC. One of the most logical experimental paradigms
for investigating the SSC, therefore, is a situation of controlled sensory deprivation, or restricted
environmental stimulation technique (REST is the acronym chosen by the leading investigators
in the area, and will be used here).The usual experimental milieu involves either a flotation tank
or a room with reduced stimulation. The findings from the extensive work in this area, as recently
reported in a most thorough and scholarly work by Suedfeld, indicate that the response to
reduced or restricted stimulation is culture specific, and it manifests in certain ways and changes
over time as anxiety, motivation, and the experiential complex is altered.45 Most people surely
don’t participate in REST to attain the SSC, and experiments are rarely conducted to study the



effect of REST on self-discovery, or transcendental states. Generalizations from REST to the
SSC must be made with this caution in mind.In the flotation tank, particularly, the logical bounds
between self and nonself are quickly dissolved. The body is free floating, nonconstricted by
clothing; sensory and motor systems are not called into play; and there is no competition for the
energy required by the imagination. The brain is allowed space and time to range freely through
areas that are beyond sensory input and motor exposition. There is widespread agreement
among researchers that under such conditions creativity and special problem-solving abilities
are enhanced, and vivid visual images are commonly reported as the source of new
information.In some of the earliest work in the area of deprivation, Heron and Zubek, Welch, and
Saunders, reported unusual shifts into slower alpha activity following 96 hours and 14 days,
respectively, of perceptual deprivation, corresponding to Tart’s findings on the OOB
experience.46 Suedfeld, in reviewing the findings on EEG and REST, offers support for this
effect on alpha activity, and cites evidence pointing to its persistence days after exposure to the
REST situation.47 An increase in theta waves (the very slow brain waves associated with
creativity) is noted, particularly in the temporal region of the brain, but not with the same
consistency as the change in alpha waves. Therefore, it appears that a slowing of alpha might be
of relevance in discriminating aspects of the SSC, but the significance of the relationship
remains unclear.
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T. Hodgman, “Scholarly and readable. I have a Kindle edition of this publication. The application
allows underlining by the reader. If you are not familiar with it, it's a useful tool for keeping track of
noteworthy ideas encountered while reading. The reason I mention it is that in making a quick
review of ideas and observations in Imagery in Healing, I recover the many points this book
makes about the roots and importance of the healing arts throughout human history. Statements
such as "...undeniable human need to harmonize inner conflict and be integrated with a group
and a spirit world," or "Health is being in harmony with the world view," remind me that her thesis
has been clearly put forth. Jeanne Achterberg develops a thesis with numerous citations that
support a view that modern medicine has evolved in ways that define the body as a machine.
Many of us, know or feel that, as 'occupants' of said-machine, that our body is anything but that.
This is far too reductive to be totally accurate. For instance, our emotions, our sense of place in
the world, most definitely our consciousness, none of these act in a machine-like manner. And
so, receiving treatment designed to cure the 'malfunctioning' of the machine, not surprisingly,
misses something.Achterberg offers many examples from past and present that demonstrate
the importance of investing in the power of what she calls imagination. Her book brings a broad
meaning to this missing element in treatment and in maintaining health. She does not however
pretend to offer something to replace modern medicine, rather a methodology (or philosophical
underpinning) to compliment it. She talks about eliciting the power of internal healing, which by
any measure the body performs miraculously without intervention in many cases (common cold,
cuts, bruises, and so on). Based on studies, a variety of behavioral and biofeedback techniques
are reviewed and explained on how patients can be aided in speeding recovery, reducing pain or
simply humanizing medical treatment.The ancient art of the shamans holds an effectiveness
and relevance that Achterberg offers persuasive evidence for. As a layperson, I derive from this
book the power of health and healing that is innate in me, as in all humans. It increases my
understanding of an ancient art that I am happy to better understand. As modern doctors are in
many respects today's shamans, the book outlines our individual role as patient when illness
occurs. She emphasizes a commitment as much to the knowledge and treatment methods of
the medical field as to our own consciousness to heal or reduce our discomfort. In a nutshell,
shamanism attempts simply "augmenting the power of the sick person."”

Susan E Blau, “Mind Body Medicine. This book is a classic - I owned it many years ago but
someone "borrowed it" so I finally bought it new again! Working in the mind /body health field
this book is invaluable for helping clients to visualize their own healing process - to contact their
own healer within - to literally change their life. There are many examples of the power of the
mind to hurt or to heal and how this has been used cross culturally since the beginning of time.
Excellent for allopathic health professionals as well!”



Reepu D. Singh, “How to form images. Highly documented.”

Moshe Fruktman, “Five Stars. Nice scientific introduction to exciting topic.”

S. L. Pieper, “Imagery in Healing. I am building a library for myself and am collecting books for
the library that I will have some day. This is one such book. I haven’t read it yet but I think it will be
fascinating and am looking forward to reading it.”

Witchwork, “Imagery in Healing. I bought it because the author seeks to provide scientific
support for Shamanic healing. In the latter, there is no objective link between action and result,
making 'proof' a very subjective matter. Belief in Shamanic healing depends on recognising the
existence of forces and influences and relationships that are not part of our modern world-view.
Jeanne Achtenberg makes good progress in bridging the gap between body and mind. This
book, and others, make it very clear that dedication to the scientific method blinds us to things
that have a different reality.”

The book by Jeanne Achterberg has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 30 people have provided feedback.
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