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ABSTRACT

Shamanism is part of the foundation for all aspects of indigenous life in many parts of the
world. To explore the history of indigenous peoples of Siberia, it is not helpful to trace the
evolution of isolated cultural characteristics, such as language, gender roles, agricultural
practices, or religion. Though Shamanism is most commonly identified as the latter, it is
intricately tied together with most other aspects of life for Siberian people. Shamanism is a
worldview based on connections that link the natural world to beliefs in a supernatural world,
and shamans are those individuals who mediate both worlds. Thriving despite efforts of Christian
missionaries and Soviet propagandists to eradicate it, Shamanism has proven its ability to adapt
to radically different challenges and circumstances and stand the test of time. Though Siberian
Shamanism has adapted and evolved in response to outside pressures, it has had lasting effects
on indigenous populations and their cultures. The trends resulting from outside pressures seen
among the Buriats, one of the largest and most powerful Siberian ethnic groups, and among the
Tuvans, one of the most geographically isolated Siberian ethnic groups, mirror the trends among
colonized groups over time. The history of Siberian indigenous peoples is one of shifting
dynamics of power and powerlessness, much like histories of minority groups the world over.
As indigenous peoples, Siberians have been particularly slated for reform or assimilation into
majority groups because they are perceived as hindering progress. Their experiences are a
particularly vivid example of these dynamics. The history of Shamanism’s transformation in
Siberia is merely one side of a larger story of both colonialist disempowerment and self-led
empowerment of a minority group, revealing how majority-minority power dynamics can
transcend ethnicity, location, and time, and are prevalent around the world.
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Chapter 1 - Shamanism as a Religious Practice
To explore the history of indigenous peoples of Siberia, it is not helpful to trace the
evolution of isolated cultural characteristics such as language, gender roles, agricultural
practices, or religion. Though Shamanism is most commonly identified as the latter, it is
intricately tied together to other aspects of life for Siberian people, in a way that can be
commonly observed among other indigenous peoples. The history of Siberian indigenous
peoples is one of power and powerlessness, much like histories of minority groups all over the
world (Balzer The Tenacity of Ethnicity: A Siberian Saga in Global Perspective. 3). Power
relations become an issue because Siberia is difficult to govern due to its remoteness, harsh
climate, and vast cultural diversity.
Siberia - a region larger than the United States and Europe combined - is often
misconceived by outsiders to be a largely uninhabited arctic wasteland. However, it is not only
alive and flourishing with natural beauty and bountiful resources, it is home to a rich cultural
diversity of indigenous groups of people who have lived there since 45,000 BCE. The northern
part of Siberia is covered by vast tundra, buried in snow for at least eight or nine months of the
year and plagued by brutal winter storms. In the short-lived summer months, transient patches of
vegetation appear, while the ground remains frozen about one or two feet down. The eastern,
western, and southern boundaries of the region are all marked by mountains, making Siberia
extremely challenging to access, particularly before modern advances in technology and
transportation. (Stutley 2). The southern two-thirds of the region are covered in taiga - large
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Figure 1: This political map of Russia shows the vast expanse of Siberia, which includes five
autonomous republics

stretches of coniferous forests which still include harsh climates and plummeting winter
temperatures.
Shamanism is a belief system based on oral traditions, kinship, and strong ties to land and
location (Fridman 7). Shamanic belief systems are known to exist across many countries and can
be found in some form on six continents (Stutley 1). Shamanism in Eurasia, however, is one of
the most widely recognized shamanic belief systems in the world that is still widely practiced.
Shamanic practices appear to have originated in Siberia among nomadic hunter-gatherers during
the Paleolithic period (Stutley 1).
The job of a shaman is to reveal to their people the invisible powers possessed by the
natural environment around them. Shamans can relate differently to their natural environment
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through intuition, states of trance, or mystical visions. Through these mystical trances and
visions, shamans can heal people, communicate with ancestors in the spirit world, and influence
different natural cycles, such as weather and animal migrations. Because of the multitude of
variations and local embeddedness, Shamanism may not be thought of in the same way that a
centrally organized formal religion is. Shamanism varies clearly between countries and regions
of the world, and even between individual Siberian tribes. Yet, Siberian Shamanism may be
defined by three shared characteristics that have been readily observed across the region. The
first is a belief in a spirit world. Spirits take the form of animals who are capable of acting as
human beings. The second distinguishing characteristic is the ability of shamans to travel to the
world of spirits through the induction of trance states by means of singing, dancing, drumming,
or other methods. The final one is the healing properties of Shamanism. Shamans are responsible
for relieving mental and physical suffering of their people (Stutley 2). They attempt to alleviate
pain, discomfort and anxieties.

4

A shaman, in some indigenous languages, is literally “a person with an open body,”
meaning they open their
hearts, souls, and minds to
all experiences (Balzer
Shamans, Spirituality, and
Cultural Revitalization:
Explorations in Siberia
and Beyond 7). They also
open a window for those
without shamanistic
powers to the spirit world
that can provide the

Figure 2: A Mongolian shamaness enters a trance as a part of an
initiation ceremony for new shamans

healing power others may desperately need. In some tribes, shamans perform song and dance in
order to enter trance-like states. Shamans from other tribes may practice sleep deprivation or
other feats of extreme physical pain and endurance so as to induce an altered state of
consciousness (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in
Siberia and Beyond 10). Still others may use hallucinogenic drugs for mystical purposes. The
most commonly used are fly agaric mushrooms, which can be easily found in northern Siberia
(Stutley 5). In Buriatia, sometimes before or during spiritual ceremonies shamans consume
sacred alcoholic beverages, such as tarasun, a mixture of wine and milk, or kumys, fermented
horse milk (Stutley 5). The practice of Shamanism, however, is not simply a singular
individualistic experience or performance. It is inherently based on both physical and emotional
healing. The act of healing involves songs and prayers performed by the shaman. It also requires
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the active participation of the individual or individuals being healed, who must provide the
shaman with information about their situation and sometimes a small gift as an offering (Balzer
Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 20).
While the shaman enters his or her trancelike state, energy is transferred to those in need for the
purposes of gaining healing insight.
In the shamanistic worldview, humans, who tend to be selfish or power-hungry, are far
more dangerous than spirits, who are able to be either benevolent or evil. These flexible spirits
may be coaxed into doing good deeds with offerings of kumys (fermented horse milk) or prayers,
called algys (Riboli 45). Prayer is often accompanied by fire, which itself represents the duality
between life-giving warmth, and deadly heat as well as the shaman’s ability to navigate these
two extremes (Riboli 45).
While shamanic ceremonies may have been historically dismissed by outsiders, the
trancelike states into which shamans enter during many of their spiritual duties is very real.
Shamans use illusions, such as ventriloquism, during their performances. Yet, they often enter
trances so deeply that they do not recall them afterwards (Stutley 9). Outsiders have historically
understood Shamanism to be a dark or evil faith, which has informed the attitudes of most
popular cultures toward indigenous spirituality. This is in part because shamans have the power
to harness evil spirits for the purposes of doing good (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural
Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 19). In Tuva, shamans use drums that are
seen as small copies of the universe. The lower part of the drum represents the underworld and
by beating this part of the drum, Tuvan shamans may speak to spirits in the underworld (Stutley
45). Although it is this ability to interact with the underworld that renders shamans suspect,
Tuvan shamans, for example, are equally reliant in spirits in ‘heaven.’ They are represented by
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the upper part of the drum. Shamanism focuses on the balance between light and dark, but an
acknowledgement of, let alone a connection with, evil spirits was enough to make Orthodox
missionaries wary of Siberian shamans.

7
The Importance of Kinship Ties

People could be called to shamanhood through kinship ties or because of a spiritual
experience faced in a time of illness or suffering. For some tribes, such as the Chukchi, it was
once believed that all women, even without training, were shamans in their natural state because
of their life-giving abilities (Stutley 9). Most shamans discover their twin spirit or spirit
interlocutor, who is often in the form of an animal, during their training and initiation period.
The animal acts a spiritual alter-ego and aids in training new shamans by introducing the shaman
to the spirit world. Training rituals vary significantly from one ethnic group to another, even if
groups are closely connected geographically or historically. When training is complete, the spirit
returns to the spirit world to settle down on a larch tree (Stutley 7). This spirit may be called
upon during ceremonies, healings, or spiritual performances to aid the shaman. It is also common
for shamans, like others who are believed to have supernatural powers, to inherit their mystical
powers from parents or grandparents since ancestral spirits are believed to be passed down along
bloodlines (Stutley 7). This is especially common among the Buriat people as well as numerous
other Siberian tribes (Stutley 14). A Buriat child with ancestral shamanistic ties may have visions
and often be absorbed in solitary deep meditation. This is a sign that the child is connected to the
spirits from a young age, though they may not become a shaman until at least age 20 (Stutley
14). Ancestors, like animal spirits, are a guiding force in training young shamans. One duty of
spirit guides is to destroy the old ego and body of the shaman initiate by dissecting and
recreating him or her. Dismemberment and rebirth are recurrent themes in the shamanistic
worldview, which is why they are fundamental to the training and initiation process. This process
is extremely painful and involves a kind of “spirit torture illness,” in which the spiritual
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dismemberment takes the form of physically painful illness or other suffering. This allows
shamans to practice empathy with their people when they hear them from many forms of
suffering (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and
Beyond 17). At the end of this initiative illness, the young shaman must perform various
ceremonies and rituals for the benefit of the community before being recognized as a
psychotherapeutic and spiritual healer (Stutley 7).
Shamanic narratives of many communities have become “morality plays,” which
reinforce shared norms and values. However, older narratives that date back to early human
occupation of Siberia often reinforced an idea of “us vs. them” - a kind of ethnic pride that
differentiated one tribe from another (Riboli 43). This is perhaps because the earliest inhabitants
migrated to Siberia from distinctly different regions with different cultures. Due to the scarcity of
resources and lack of a shared language, conflicts between ethnic groups likely emerged. Even
within an ethnic group, communities could be separated from one another based on their
loyalties to different shaman healers. The white shaman defender of one community could be the
black shaman enemy of another (Riboli 43). This means that due to familial, ethnic, or linguistic
loyalties, some shamanic healers would have had incentives to cause harm to opposing groups. It
is rumored that shamans who use their spiritual powers to inflict ill will on others creates a curse
on their families which may last for several generations. In one community, a person or spirit
could be seen as a “white shaman,” or defender, while in another community the same person or
spirit could be a “black shaman,” meaning an enemy. Though there are historic tensions between
tribes, there is a widespread belief that if a shaman uses his or her powers to hurt rather than to
heal, harm will come to this shaman and his/her family (Riboli 43).

9
Sexuality and Gender Identity

Shamans’ powers are often inherently intertwined with sexuality and gender identity.
Some ethnographers have claimed that all of the most powerful shamans are males, while others
recognize that most shamans utilize both male and female energies thereby transcending gender
stereotypes (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia
and Beyond 7). Other ethnographers allege that women were the original shamans because their
practices emerged during a time when most Siberian tribes had matriarchal systems. Women
performed special roles in their clans and were considered better magicians than males (Stutley
8). In certain tribes, such as
the Yakuts, male shamans
wear women’s headdresses
and carry female-oriented
objects, such as bows when
performing specific
ceremonies (Stutley 8). In
other tribes, it is believed that
the first shamans were
women who later passed

Figure 3: Shamanesses in Tuva

their gifts on to their sons. Some Siberian scholars in the 20th century claimed that the original
matriarchal system was replaced by patriarchy after 1917, when Shamanism gained a class-based
nature (Znamenski 26). For example, Vladimir Bogoraz (1865-1936) identified “modern”
Shamanism as based on “inequality and male domination” (Znamenski 26). This implies that

10

more archaic traditional Shamanism had been egalitarian and based on family. It is true that in
the current age sometimes restrictions are placed on female shamans. For example, they are
forbidden from performing ceremonies while menstruating as menstrual blood prevents someone
from entering back from a trance into their normal state. Women are also forbidden in some
tribes from performing sacrifice rituals that involve blood, which must be performed by men.
However, it is believed that two powerful female shamans created a boy, Bulagat, by sacrificing
a mare, a ram, and a goat. Bulagat became one of the most prominent ancestors of the Buriat
people (Stutley 9). Therefore, Buriat groups often do not enforce such restrictions due to
ancestral connections. Most Siberian peoples who invoke their ancestors in prayer hold a great
level of respect for their female ancestors, even mentioning the wives of great male ancestors
whenever these males are called upon for spiritual guidance (Stutley 8). This raises some
questions: Is the respect for women seen in modern Shamanism a revival of a more archaic way?
How have gender roles truly changed over time in Native Siberian communities? And to what
extent has this change been affected by outside forces, such as missionaries and the rise of the
Soviet Union with its policies of gendered empowerment?
Shamanism has always been inextricably tied with sexuality and gender identity of
indigenous Siberian peoples. Lev Shternberg (1861-1927) formed the “sexual interpretation” of
Shamanism as early as 1910, which indicated that the interactions between shamans and the
spirits was sometimes sexual in nature (Znamenski 18). Some shamans have claimed that their
spirit interlocutors were spouses of the opposite sex, which reveals much about marital values
and views towards sex in Siberia (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization:
Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 7).
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Other than a powerful opportunity for spiritual and political leadership for women,
Shamanism is also uniquely connected to transsexuality, bisexuality, and homosexuality. In fact,
it is not unusual for male shamans to practice transvestitism, which indicates that individuals
with non-binary gender identity hold a special importance (Stutley 8). Reverence for nonconforming gender identities was strongest among Siberian ethnic groups that were
geographically and culturally closest to Native American groups (Hutton 109). For example, the
Chukchi had a special class of shaman known as the “soft man,” who was commanded by the
spirits to dress and act like a woman (Hutton 109). Some soft male shamans married other males
or remained married to females while marrying a male spirit in the spirit world.

12
Varying Academic Classifications

Though it does refer to a spiritual belief system, it is hard to separate Shamanism from
the philosophical, cultural, and environmental worldview of the Siberian people who practice it.
Traditionally, scholars have asserted that Shamanism should be considered not as a religion in
itself, but as a collection of elements that are incorporated into all religions, even Western
religions such as Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. This is especially when there is an instance of
charismatic leaders who have some perceived special power or knowledge (Krader "A Nativistic
Movement in Western Siberia." 282). Among those who study Shamanism, however, there is no
generally agreed upon definition of Shamanism. This has led to one of the greatest obstacles that
Siberian shamans face today – recognition. Shamanism can be seen as an eclectic set of folk
beliefs and practices, an altered state of consciousness by drugs or physical challenges, a method
of healing and medicine, or as a popular religion (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural
Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 12). Starting at the turn of the twentieth
century some scholars argued that Shamanism was simply a culturally acceptable form of mental
illness (Znamenski 28). It may even be a combination of any of these. Particularly because of
the eclectic nature of shamanic revival, there are no preordained guidelines or beliefs that a
Buriat or Tuvan individual must ascribe to in order to be considered Buriat or Tuvan or even to
be considered as a believer in Shamanism. Even the word “Shamanism” is not entirely useful in
indicating a specific set of beliefs or practices (Metzo 220). Shamanism, when referred to as a
belief system, merely implies “the existence of a certain kind of person who plays a religious and
social role” (Metzo 220). Therefore, Shamanism could be categorized at once as a religious
practice and as a social system.
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The destruction of Shamanism in Siberia at the direction of the Soviet government was
not merely an attack on indigenous spiritual life. Shamanism was an essential link connecting so
much more than spirituality. The campaigns to destroy Shamanism affected traditional
agricultural practices, indigenous languages, and gender roles, to name a few domains of social
life that were transformed when Shamanism was indirectly legally prohibited by the Soviet
government with the Laws on the Separation of Church and State in 1918 and 1929. Therefore, I
believe that to call Shamanism a mere philosophy or set of practices or even belief system would
understate the importance it has had on every aspect of life for many Siberian ethnic groups.
Shamanism deserves to be recognized as a world religion on a global scale alongside formal,
text-based religions.
Critics have made the case that Shamanism is not a religion because it is ever-changing
and rooted in nature and locality, which are themselves evolving. Yet some contemporary
anthropologists have voiced skepticism that any religion can exist as an unchanging entity over
thousands of years. Even formally institutionalized religions like Christianity, Islam, and
Buddhism have appeared in various forms in response to changing worldviews and outside
pressures (Sundstrom 351). All religions must adapt to changing circumstances and concerns in
order to stay relevant. It is important to examine the conditions Shamanism has endured and the
continuities it has displayed throughout vastly different periods in history. It is equally essential
to note that any commonly-accepted religion has exhibited diverse variations over time.
Shamanic philosophies are as complex as those of any mainstream religion in the
Western World, perhaps even more complex because of Shamanism’s decentralized nature and
the historical circumstances that brought it into being. Regardless of academic classifications,
why does Shamanism matter and how is it relevant to the future of indigenous peoples and
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others? Many in the shamanic community insist that their belief systems regarding spirits are
extremely relevant to their modern lives, especially their underlying moral principles (Riboli 47).
Shamanism is a lens through which indigenous, and increasingly non-indigenous, people
see the world. It dictates principles for as many aspects of life as do formal and widelyrecognized religious institutions elsewhere. The classification of Shamanism, either as a belief
system or a worldview, has served as a strategic way for the Russian government to
disenfranchise shamans and their followers. As remnant of Soviet ideology, the Russian
government mobilizes this idea to hold onto ultimate power of its citizens. Because Shamanism
is so pervasive in the lives of indigenous Siberians, it can be seen as a threat to Russian authority.
One of the primary goals of contemporary Siberian shamans to gain the status of a ‘world
religion’ in the eyes of people everywhere. Therefore, I argue that Shamanism is a religion and
deserves to be recognized and analyzed as such.

15
Buddhism in Siberia - Connections between Shamanism and Buddhism in Buriatia and Tuva

Early scholars who visited Siberia in the 19th and 20th centuries observed the spiritual
practices of indigenous peoples. They were hesitant to declare Shamanism a religion. They were
influenced by evolutionary models of cultural development that placed indigenous peoples on the
‘primitive’ end of the spectrum of social development. Correspondingly, European culture,
including organized forms of religion, were thought to be qualitatively more advanced and
sophisticated than the primitive ‘survivals of the past’ that they observed among indigenous
peoples. Russian Orientalists, such as Nikita Bichurin, claimed that the people of Siberia were
too primitive to come up with their own religion and thus concluded that all shamanic practices
were borrowed and distorted from Asian Buddhism (Znamenski 6). Bichurin stated that nomadic
Siberian shamans “unavoidably distorted shamanistic rituals with their crude innovations and
additions, which resulted from their ignorance” (Znamenski 6). While this is a claim based more
on racial biases than on documented fact, some scholars today insist on an ideological
connection between Indian Buddhism and Siberian Shamanism. Other scholars argue that
Shamanism is one of the oldest religions and that it originated almost independently of
Buddhism. This claim was later refuted by a university-educated Buriat scholar, Dorji Banzarov.
Banzarov was in a unique position to critique the ideas of Orientalists and encourage indigenous
scholars to develop their own theories of Shamanism and its origins (Znamenski 9). Regardless
of how one understands the historical connections, it is striking to note the strong existence of
Shamanism in Buriatia and Tuva, the primary centers of Russian Buddhism.
Buddhism and Shamanism coexist in both the republics of Tuva and Buriatia. However,
they are inherently quite different belief systems. Buddhism is a formal religion based on written
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texts that have been spread and interpreted by different peoples throughout Asia and the world.
In contrast, Shamanism is based on oral traditions and has strong connections to place as it is an
indigenous religion and takes completely different forms in different regions where it is
practiced, even among various tribes indigenous to Siberia. (Fridman 7). This is because some
practices are related to spirits who inhabit specific groves, rocks, mountains and clearings, which
are location-specific. Spirits are also often ancestors – real people who once lived and were
members of a community, meaning spirits will be different from one community to the next.
Shamanism is actually closely connected to the cosmology that is inherent in Buddhist
belief allowing these two religions not only to coexist within communities, but to be practiced
and believed simultaneously by one individual. A spiritual blend of Dzhungar Buddhism and
Shamanism emerged in the early twentieth century in Siberia, which became known as
Burkhanism or as the “White Faith” (Stutley 5). Burkhanism strongly rejected the ideals of
Orthodox Christianity. Buriat shamans are either white shamans or yellow shamans. White and
yellow Shamanism are defined in opposition to the ‘black’ Shamanism of Darkhats, who are
reindeer herders who live in the extreme north of Mongolia and in Siberia (Buyandelgeriyn 226).
Buriat shamans can be yellow shamans, instead of black, because of influence from the yellow
sect of Buddhism. As opposed to black shamans, white and yellow shamans claim that they do
not use black magic or perform curses for malicious purposes. A shaman may be classified as
white if he or she has the ability to treat physical as well as mental ailments. White and yellow
shamans perform rituals in order to protect and heal their patients. Black shamans allegedly have
no caution or preference about performing healing rituals - or cursing rituals (Buyandelgeriyn
226).

17
Buriat Culture and History

The Buriat people are one
of the largest indigenous ethnic
groups in Siberia. They are
primarily concentrated in their
ancestral homeland, the Republic
of Buriatia (formerly known as
the Buriat Autonomous Soviet
Socialist Republic, or ASSR)
(Granville 188-189). This is one
of ten autonomous republics recognized by the

Figure 4: Map of Buriatia

Russian constitution. They are also highly concentrated in the northern Mongolian provinces of
Hovsgol, Bulgan, and Selenge. In the Russian census taken in 2010, 0.31% of the population
identified as Buriat (Бурят), which equates to 445,175 people (“Population Data”). In the same
year, 1.71% of Mongolian nationals identified as Buriat (Буриад), which amounts to 45,087
people (Mongolia National Census).
Buriats are of Mongolian origin, thus sharing many cultural traditions with other
Mongolian groups, such as nomadic herding as a means of subsistence, and living in movable
shelters. Due to close ties with other Mongolian groups, the majority of Buriat people practice
Buddhism, and the Republic of Buriatia is the center of Buddhism in Russia. However, many
Buriat people also take part in rituals of Shamanism (Granville 188-189). As a Mongolian
people, the Buriats generally practiced Shamanism in the 16th century. However, their form of
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Shamanism was more complex than that of other Siberian tribes because in addition to revered
natural spirits, the Buriats began worshiping then and continue to revere even today a complex
collection of ninety-nine divinities, many of which emerged from Buddhism (Forsyth 85). They
are a traditionally pastoral nomadic people, the northernmost group of complex pastoralists in the
world (Krader “Buryat Religion and Society.”). They rely on herds consisting of cattle, sheep,
goats, horses, and camels, all of which play a role in both the agricultural and spiritual world of
the Buriats. The primary language, Buriat, is also occasionally classified as a major dialect of
Mongolian (Graber).
During the foundation of both the USSR and the Mongolian People’s Republic, violent
religious restrictions decimated numbers of Buddhist lamas and shamans (Quijida et al.) Fearing
Buriat nationalism, Joseph Stalin ordered the executions of at least 10,000 Buriats in the 1930S
(Chakars). The teaching of the Buriat language was also outlawed during the 1970s by the Soviet
government (Granville 188-189). This was despite the fact that the Buriat language was utilized
by the regime in order to spread propaganda in the Sovietization period before World War II. In
Mongolia, various groups of people who had traditionally practiced pastoral nomadism were
moved into herding collectives called negdel, causing a large-scale famine, as part of the Soviet
initiative to collectivize all forms of agriculture. (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural
Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and Beyond).
Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, reviving indigenous cultures has been a slow
process, headed largely by religious leaders. Shamanic faith and rituals have been recreated by
Buriat and other indigenous groups. Siberian shamanic practitioners say that the spirits, some of
whom are their ancestors, help them to reconnect to the past (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality, and
Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and Beyond). Practicing of shamanic rituals has
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been one of the primary ways in which people have begun to utilize and relearn the Buriat
language as well, since it is seldom used elsewhere in academic or professional life (Quijida).
Many Buriats have found that reconnecting with their traditional spiritual identity as people of
the steppe, water, and woods has encouraged them to take part in old nomadic practices
(Boldonova).
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Tuvan Culture and History

The Republic of Tuva (Тува or
Тыва) is another of the Russian
Federation’s twenty-one nationally
based republics, which were
recognized for the first time in 1993
(Granville). The republic is home to
Figure 5: Map of Tuva

the Tuvan people, who, according to a

census taken in 2002, number 244,000 within the Republic (Mongush). There is also a large
ethnic-Russian population, making up nearly one third of the population of Tuva (Granville).
Bordering the Republic of Tuva on its southeast border is Mongolia, which is also home to many
smaller communities of ethnic Tuvans.
Tuvans are not ethnically related to Mongolians. They are a Turkic people.
Linguistically, Tuvans fall into an Altaic ethno-linguistic category, one of three general
categories that includes almost all indigenous people in Siberia. The Tuvan language is part of
the Uighur-Oguz group of the Altaic language family and is still relatively widely spoken among
people in the Republic of Tuva, especially in rural areas (Granville). Turkic and Uighur
influences can be traced back to the 9th century BCE, when Tuva had long been a part of the
Turkic and Uighur khanates (Mongush). Tuva was subsequently conquered by Mongols in the
13th century and by Manchurians in the 18th century. With the fall of the Manchu dynasty, Tuva
finally became a protectorate of Russia, and later a satellite state of the Soviet Union. This
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patchwork of foreign influences, along with the region’s relevance to the Silk Road, created the
Tuvan ethnic identity and culture that exists today (Mongush).
Since they occupy a transitional zone from Siberian coniferous forests to Mongolian
grasslands, Tuvan agricultural practices are varied (Forsyth 226). Like most Turkic groups,
Tuvans were traditionally herders of sheep, cattle, goats, and camels (Van Deusen). In the
forested areas of Tuva, however, Tuvans have historically practiced hunting and fishing (Forsyth
226). Modes of transportation and shelter were equally varied according to terrain. In the
grasslands, Tuvans relied heavily upon horses (Forsyth 226). This nomadic lifestyle would have
also led to frequent contact with outsiders (Van Deusen). Tuvan nomads lived in felt-covered
yurts, similar to the Buriat Mongols’ gers, while those who lived in forested areas had teepeelike dwellings covered in bark or reindeer hide (Forsyth 226).
Tibetan Buddhism was brought to Tuva in the 17th century by Mongolians, which was
one of the major turning points in shaping Tuvan life and culture as it is today. Monasteries were
built and some Tuvans trained to become Buddhist lamas, taking over some of the ceremonial
and healing roles of Shamans. However, inconsistencies between Buddhist and Shamanistic
religions were minimized, as the belief systems blended peacefully in Tuva. For example, yurts,
the traditional shelter of Tuvan people, could contain Buddhist holy objects, but still be built and
oriented after Shamanistic philosophy (Van Deusen).
Today, Tuvans continue to hold onto much of their culture, despite persecution under the
Soviet Union and attempts to Russify them. Perhaps their continued resilience and adaptability
is the result of constant interaction and exchange with outsiders. As an indigenous group that was
once geographically isolated, Tuvans have formed a unique cultural identity that is connected
with their landscape and is expressed in distinctive art forms. Though the peoples of Tuva at one
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time had little contact with either neighboring Russians or Mongolians, more recent discoveries
of its rich natural resources and a potential for cultural tourism have spurred encounters.
Relatively recent intervention by the Russians brought about literacy for most indigenous people
in the region. Tuvans have a rich, long-standing tradition of oral epic poems and throat-singing.
It is still common for Tuvans to take part in travelling musical ensembles, which feature over
fifty different styles of musical instruments (Granville). Additionally, many Tuvans still take
part in ancestral agricultural practices of nomadic herding and continue to live in yurts. Yet other
economic activities have been introduced to the Republic of Tuva, including vegetable farming
and mining. Mining for asbestos, cobalt, coal, gold, and uranium is a major industrial source of
income for some Tuvans today (Granville).
Both Tuvans and Buriats are small ethnic minorities inhabiting very peripheral regions of
the largest country in the world. When the USSR broke up in 1991, the Soviet Republics,
became independent countries, most divided upon ethnic lines, leaving smaller and less powerful
ethnic groups in Siberia, including Buriats and Tuvans, as citizens of Russia. As a result, these
Siberian ethnic groups struggle for rights and recognition today. Imperialism and oppression
were not introduced to Siberian minorities by the Soviet regime. These were woven into the
fabric of Siberian life since the earliest contact with non-indigenous groups, and their effects are
still seen today.
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Chapter 2 - Shamanism’s Evolution in Response to Oppression

Russian Conquest of Western Buriats

Russians did not come into direct contact with western bands of Buriat people until the
late 1620s, though they heard rumors of the tribe’s existence nearly 20 years earlier from other
Siberian tribes who had long standing mutual relationships with the Buriats (Forsyth 87). Making
no exception to their colonial policies of conquest, the Russians aimed to confront the Buriats
and to conquer their land. However, the Buriats posed a unique threat as a tribe that was
historically more powerful and dominated many of the smaller tribes to the east, who the
Russians had not yet conquered. They were historical enemies of the Buriats, who, as smaller
and less centralized tribes, were often outcompeted by Buriats for resources. Beginning in the
1620s and continuing throughout the 17th century, the Russians waged a series of campaigns,
raids, and attacks into Buriat territory as they aimed to gain access to a further stretch of the
Angara River, which would lead to direct access to Lake Baikal. This was a conquest that
ultimately took thirty years and cost massive bloodshed of Buriat, Tungu, and Russian peoples
(Forsyth 89).
Another large-scale Russian campaign was waged against the Buriats on a more northern
front, emanating from Krasnoyarsk along the Yenisei River (Forsyth 90). In 1633, Cossacks
from Krasnoyarsk first encountered and attacked the Buriats after having gradually penetrated
and conquered other tribes in the region for the preceding five years (Forsyth 90). Yet, it was not
until 1645 that the Russians defeated the Buriat Bulagat clan’s Prince Oilan and forced him into
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temporary submission. In 1647, the Russians established a fort on the Uda River for the purpose
of carrying out further attacks on the Buriat people. Because of the complex hierarchical
dynamic between the powerful Mongols, the Buriats, and smaller more loosely organized
Siberian tribes, such as the Tungus, Ket, and Samoyed, it was only in 1652 that the Russian
crown fully asserted its rule over the Buriats of the Uda-Iya-Oka region (Forsyth 91).
The Buriats put up a strong fight on all fronts. They waged a powerful anti-Russian
resistance effort along the Angara River from 1634 to 1641, in which they burned a Russian fort
along the river (Forsyth 91). The largest series of Buriat uprisings occurred in the period between
1644 to 1646 as a direct response to the increasingly merciless pillages of Buriat settlements by
the Russians. During this time, various Buriat clans, namely the Bulagat and Ekherit, cooperated
by joining forces to form an army of over 2000 warriors to fight the Russians (Forsyth 91). The
advanced technology of Russian weapons allowed for the suppression of these revolts. However,
they did not completely suppress the resilient Buriat spirit. In 1695 to 1696, one of the largest
Buriat uprisings involved the siege of the Russian town of Irkutsk, one of the most important
forts and trading posts in the region because it connected the Russian city to points south in
China and beyond (Forsyth 91).
One factor that contributed to the weakness of the Russians was the competition between
various forts for control over land, resources, and indigenous peoples. Since these Siberian
conquests occurred far from the Russian political center and in such a geographically isolated
area, leadership was extremely decentralized. The Russian forts of Irkutsk and Iliamsk, for
example, both claimed rights over the Buriat peoples along the Angara River (Forsyth 92).
Conversely, Buriat leadership was more centralized, which became an advantage. Leaders of
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various clans forced their people to migrate into the Mongolian steppe, abandoning their
permanent homes in order to seek refuge from Russian invaders (Forsyth 92).
In 1712, many Buriats were already Buddhists and it was not uncommon for chiefs east
of Lake Baikal to erect Buddhist shrines. But in this year, 150 lamas who fled oppression in
Mongolia arrived in Siberia. They brought Tibetan Buddhism to the Buriats (Forsyth 170). In
1741, the Russian government acknowledged the important role of lamas as spiritual leaders
among Buriat tribes and decided not to directly persecute them but ruled that their numbers
should not exceed 150 (Forsyth 170). In the early 1750s, the earliest wooden monasteries, known
as datsans, were erected by the Tsongol clan of Buriats. This clan occupied a strategic eastern
region for the Russian government, so Catherine the Great encouraged the development of
independent Lamaist Buddhism in Siberia. One positive development for the Buriats was the
Russian government’s 1773 enactment of Catherine the Great’s Edict of Toleration (Forsyth
170). Catherine the Great lacked some of the religious prejudice displayed by her predecessors.
With this policy, she hoped to alleviate the persecution of Muslims in Siberia and elsewhere in
the Empire in order to gain their exclusive and undivided support. Though this seemed a far
more liberal policy, it had the ulterior motive of preventing religious minorities from looking to
authorities in other countries for protection. If the Russian government paid the costs of building
mosques in the Kazakh steps and paid salaries to Muslim mullahs, Muslims within the Russian
Empire would be under tighter control of the Russian government (Forsyth 170). Though these
measures were not directly created to benefit Buriat people, they allowed for the growth of
Buddhism in the region. The same attitude was held towards the Buddhist Buriats, who were
unlikely to hold strong allegiance to St. Petersburg if they had pledged their allegiance belonged
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to the Dalai Lama in Tibet (Forsyth 170) Given such favorable conditions, Buddhism flourished
among the Buriat populations and by 1831, there were 4,637 Buriat lamas (Forsyth 170).
A small degree of local autonomy was granted to the Buriats by 1728, when the Russians
began to use Buriat people as Cossacks to guard the Russian borders with China and Mongolia
east of Lake Baikal (Forsyth 168). For the rest of the eighteenth century, Buriat familial units
largely remained organized along the lines of old clan-based social systems. Extended families,
known as clan communities involved relatives who took collective responsibility for herding,
hunting, and household work, and their yurts stood adjacent to one another (Forsyth 168). In
terms of government at this time, Buriat clans continued to organize around traditional chiefs and
judicial systems. The Russian government appeared to support this traditional self-governance of
the Buriat clans by officially sanctioning existing chiefs. However, this system eventually
created further class divides as appointed chiefs came to own larger and larger herds of livestock.
Such large herds necessitated the labor exploitation of herdsmen, who effectively became slaves,
receiving as payment only the right to use the milk of the animals they cared for (Forsyth 168).
Additionally, these state-sanctioned chiefs were suddenly required to collect tribute from their
subjects to pay to the Russian monarchy (Forsyth 168). Some of these chiefs earned the status of
gentry from the Russian government by offering goods and services to the crown. Sometimes
they even converted to Christianity to earn favor. Most Christian convert leaders in Buriat
territory were allowed to conceal abuse of power because of the Russian government’s eagerness
to spread Christianity to Siberia (Forsyth 169). By the 1730s up to 255 Buriat leaders had been
found guilty of administrative abuses after a government investigation (Forsyth 169). They were
punished accordingly.
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In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the number of Russians living east of Lake
Baikal increased so dramatically that ethnic Buriats were ousted from the Mongolian border area
(Forsyth 169). This made it much more difficult for Buriats who fled the region to stay in contact
with family and friends. By the 1890s, the indigenous population of Buriats and Tungus in the
Transbaikalia region was only 170,000 people, approximately one-third of the region’s
population (Forsyth 169).
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Early Contact with Christian Missionaries

Unfortunately, much of the information that we have long known about Siberian shamans
came from the Orthodox missionaries who first contacted them in the 17th century. Historical
records have been filtered through the eyes of the colonists (Riboli 45). For Christians who
visited Siberia, shamans were the most prominent devil-worshippers in indigenous communities
(Sundstrom 356). They were also seen as charlatans who tricked their own people, or mentally
unstable individuals who profited from their own hysterical fits. However, the idea that
indigenous leaders were servants of the devil was enough to justify colonization of Siberia and
the subjugation of Siberian peoples (Sundstrom 356). The same Christian filters that are blatantly
apparent in records of missionaries are also present, though less obvious, in records of secular
outsiders. Even early Russian secular observers still described the beliefs of shamans through
Christian metaphors, comparing evil spirits to Satan and the spirit world as a kind of hell
(Znamenski 9).
Aside from Russian missionaries, early German Orientalists and scholars from elsewhere
in Europe studied extensively the indigenous cultures of Siberia. These early scholars also had
their own inherent biases (Znamenski 12). Perhaps more out of animosity toward the Russian
Empire than admiration for the indigenous people, European scholars’ records do not have the
same Orthodox Christian undertones, nor the same disdain for Native peoples as Russian
records. Perhaps just as damaging, however, the records of these scholars often depict
romanticized versions of shamans as children of nature (Sundstrom 356).
Orthodox missionaries established churches in Siberia by decree of the tsarist
government near Russian centers of trade and commerce. The earliest missionaries in the
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beginning of the 18th century baptized indigenous people in large numbers and burned ancestral
images and idols. At this time the Native peoples were referred to by the government as
inorodtsy, or aliens (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in
Siberia and Beyond 37).
Under Peter the Great, indigenous people who converted to Christianity were given
exemption from the fur tax if they became involved in the fur trade (Balzer Shamans,
Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 37). The fur trade
itself was a colonialist encroachment into indigenous Siberian livelihoods because it
commercialized and monetized a practice that was traditionally and sustainably done by Native
peoples for centuries. The growing contact that indigenous peoples had with Western Russians
sometimes necessitated the use of currency. It also represented one of the few chances Native
peoples had at acquiring currency. The sale of their natural resources, especially furs, was highly
coveted by Russian traders and was a primary site of contact between Native peoples and
Russian settlers. In sum, the earliest Russian settlers who came to Siberia were either traders or
missionaries. They came to Buriatia for the purposes of either economic gain or religious
expansion.
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Until the reign of Nicholas I, the Buriats faced minimal contact with missionaries. Most
of them were non-Russian Protestants of German origin, who had come from Ukraine where
they had settled beginning in the late 18th
century. The Orthodox Church sought to
establish a confessional monopoly in the
Russian Empire, so they expelled foreign
missionaries and began sending
representatives of the Orthodox Church
to points east, including eastern Buriatia,
in order to limit the influence of
Buddhism. In the mid-nineteenth century,
Figure 6: Varlaam was a missionary who founded
John the Baptist Monastery on the border of Mongolia

the Russian government enacted
regulations that would again impose limits

on the number of Buriat lamas, this time allowing 255 (Forsyth 171). These policies grew largely
out of racism and religious prejudice. As more missionaries and Russian invaders entered Buriat
territory, they increasingly viewed Buriat lamas as mere charlatans and believers in a primitive
religious form. These outsiders failed to understand that Buddhism present among the Buriats
was a “highly developed international religious culture” (Forsyth 171). Because of their Buddhist
beliefs and their more centralized power structure, the Buriats were the first Siberian peoples to
develop a written language before the Revolution in 1917 (Forsyth 171).
West of Lake Baikal, Buddhism had less of a following than in regions further east and
Shamanism remained the dominant form of religious practice. This was not a critical frontier
region, so the Russian government had given less funding to support the growth of Christianity
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in Buriatia. With the expansion of Orthodox missionaries under Nicholas I and Alexander III,
over 36,000 Buriats converted from Shamanism to Orthodox Christianity by the end of the 1870s
(Forsyth 171). In the latter half of the nineteenth century, Russification and conversion were no
longer merely encouraged, but enforced. Buddhist temples were burned and people were beaten
with sticks by police for continuing to practice Buddhism (Forsyth 171).
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Exploitative Trade with Tuvans

Unlike the Russian conquests of the Buriat peoples in the mid-17th century, Russians did
not begin to penetrate Tuvan territory until the first half of the nineteenth century, at which point
they began to do so very informally and sporadically (Forsyth 226). The region of Tuva has a
more complicated political history. At the time of the earliest Russian conquests, it officially
belonged to Mongolia. During the nineteenth century, the border between Russia and China from
the Altai region to Lake Baikal was marked by the Western Sayan mountains. However, this
border had a certain degree of ambiguity in spite of clear geographic markers (Forsyth 224).
South of the Sayan Mountains is the basin of the Yenisey River’s two sources, the Kaa Khem
and Biy Khem rivers. These two rivers along with the Sayan Mountains to the north and the
Tanna-Olu mountain range to the south form the natural borders of what is today known as Tuva.
These geographic barriers served to insulate the Tuvans from earlier Russian intervention
During the early seventeenth century, Russians living in Irkutsk occasionally demanded
tribute from Soyot and Kaisot tribes, who lived on the margins of Tuva. At this time, Tuva was
politically a vassal territory of Mongolia, and there were no treaties or laws that indicated that
Tuva belonged to Russia (Forsyth 224). Like the Altai region, this region was home to an ethnic
group called the Uriyangkhai, who spoke Turkic languages and practiced nomadism and reindeer
herding (Forsyth 224). The Uriyangkhai of Tuva had Samoyedic, Turkic, and Mongolian racial
elements and practiced Tibetan Buddhism like the rest of Mongolia (Forsyth 225). During the
Manchu-Chinese Wars, the Uriyangkhai territories, including Tuva, were annexed by the
Chinese Empire as part of Outer Mongolia (Forsyth 224).
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Both the Russians and the Chinese lacked a basic understanding of the geography of this
region so that when Mongolia was annexed by China, the Chinese established guard posts along
the Tannu-Ola mountain range instead of the farther north Sayan mountain range (Forsyth 224225). This left the Uriyangkhai in Tuva relatively isolated, albeit neither under the rule of
Russians, whose borders were officially to the north, nor under the Manchu-Chinese, whose
borders were mistakenly placed to the south. Nonetheless, at this time, the Uriyangkhai who used
to roam freely on either side of the mountain ranges were forced to pay fur tribute to two
masters, both Russia and China, during the eighteenth century (Forsyth 225). The oppression and
ambiguity that resulted prompted the Uriyangkhai to split into several groups. Though they were
forbidden from crossing the Tannu-Ola mountain range in the south, some moved north and
merged with Siberian clans (Forsyth 225). Away from the frontiers of the Tuvan region, the
Uriyangkhai were mainly subject to local government by their own clan leaders and Buddhist
lamas. Because of this relative self-governance, their identity as a unique ethnic group grew
(Forsyth 226). It was at this time that their name for themselves as Tuba or Tuva, emerged and
began to be widely embraced.
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Russians began to arrive in Siberia and specifically in Tuva in the mid- nineteenth
century in larger numbers. Though Russians had historically collected fur tributes from the
Uriyangkhai, Russian peasants, trappers, and traders saw the land occupied by the “isolated and
primitive” Uriyangkhai-related Tuvans as easy to annex and potentially profitable (Forsyth 226).
Tuvans willingly traded valuable furs, livestock, and labor for cheap trinkets, tobacco, and
alcohol from the Russians. Thus, the Tuvans were subjected to colonial exploitation at the hands
of the Russian merchants, who made massive profits. In the 1860s, Russians began to establish
trading posts in the region with the assistance of “Abakan Tatar interpreters” (Forsyth 226).

Figure 7: Russian
traders entered Siberia and
exploited indigenous
peoples for furs and other
goods

Though Tuva was still politically under the control of the Chinese
Qing government at this time, Russians ignored the law and continued their forbidden settlement
of Tuva. The Chinese government signed a treaty officially permitting Russian settlement in
Tuva in 1881 (Forsyth 226).
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Consequently, Tuva was under primarily Russian rule for several decades throughout the
late 19th and early 20th century. Because, unlike the Buriats, they were accustomed to isolation
and self-governance, Tuvans had developed a unique cultural identity that was influenced by
both Chinese and Russian contacts. Russification efforts, similar to those carried out elsewhere
in Siberia in the late 19th century could have resulted in some conversions to Orthodoxy by
many Tuvans, though they had a stronger sense of identity and affinity for Buddhism than some
of their neighbors, such as the Buriats. Overall, however, the 19th and early 20th century was a
tumultuous time for the all Siberian ethnic identities because of contradictory expectations forced
upon them by outsiders. Once punished for not practicing Christianity, in a matter of decades
indigenous Siberian people would be punished for having any religious affiliation at all under the
Soviet regime.
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Leading up to the Russian Revolution

In decades leading up to the 1917 Russian revolution, Western Russian influence was
nothing new for shamans and communities in the Far East and Siberian North. Having contact
with Russifying missionaries of the Orthodox Church for at least a century, many indigenous
peoples publicly identified as Orthodox Christians. Some ascribed somewhat to Christian beliefs
and practices while also in secret, performing complex and traditional rituals that were deemed
by Western Christians as animistic, pagan, or shamanistic practice (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality,
and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 36). By the time of the Russian
Revolution of 1917, most Native Siberians were officially identified as Christians and had been
given Christian surnames. These people had supplemented shamanic rituals with Christian ideas
and values that they could relate to, such as peace and humility (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality,
and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 39). Russifying forces of the
Orthodox Church brought about this cultural change. These forces were compounded by the
Soviet government’s promotion of atheism. Combined, the assimilatory pressures to Russian
culture and an atheist worldview irreparably changed understandings and practices of Siberian
spirituality. The anti-religious campaigns and the active promotion of atheism were far more
corrosive to indigenous cultures than the missionizing efforts of the Orthodox Church, which
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occurred during the same period as the anti-shamanist propaganda that had only just begun at the
hands of missionaries.
Because of the geographic distance and the climatic and topographical barriers that make
Siberia so remote, different tribes faced varying degrees of conversion to Christianity.
Conversions happened in several different waves and the missionaries used diverse methods. For

Figure 8: Soviet propaganda reads “The struggle against religion is the struggle for socialism!!!”

example, the priest Innokenti Veniaminov learned indigenous languages to reach potential
followers (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and
Beyond 38). Priests had to compete with shamans for the attention of believers. Some priests
respected and even consulted local shamans when they fell ill (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality, and
Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 38). Repression of Shamanism by
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Christian missionaries prior to the Revolution of 1917 was limited by the fact that Christianity
and Shamanism were not always seen as mutually exclusive or mutually incompatible at this
time (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and
Beyond 39). Still, many shamans felt threatened by the presence of outsiders and chose to cut
their hair and hide their profession from Russians because of the more militant missionaries who
confiscated garb, drums, and idols from professional shamans in an effort to drive out
shamanistic practices.
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Leading up the Soviet Era in Buriatia

The early years of the twentieth century also brought political repression for indigenous
Siberians. Buriat autonomy was reduced by the Russian government’s abolition of Steppe
Councils, which were formerly presided over by indigenous leaders (Forsyth 172). In place of
these councils, a universal form of local government was created by communist authorities in St.
Petersburg to rule communities ranging from indigenous peoples in Siberia to Russian peasants
(Forsyth 172). Traditional nomadism came under attack next. Buriat land used for herding
livestock was seized and redistributed by the state during the Soviet state’s attempt to force its
nomadic peoples into settlements. Land was given in allotments of 40.5 acres per adult male
regardless of ethnicity, family history, or family size (Forsyth 172).
In 1905, Buriat leaders from various tribes continued their demands for democratic selfgovernment and for a local education system, a long-standing concern. This would be an
important development for the future of Buriat education, which was one of the most ‘modern’
(Westernized) among indigenous Siberians. In the late nineteenth century, over 600 Buriat
children (mostly male) attended Russian schools (Forsyth 173). The official statistics of the
Russian government cited the literacy rate among Buriat people to be only 8.4 percent at the end
of the nineteenth century. However, this did not account for knowledge of Native Siberian
languages, or any languages other than Russian. The nineteenth century saw an increase in the
number of Buriat students receiving higher education, some of whom became accomplished
scholars of indigenous art and culture (Forsyth 173).
The beginning of the twentieth century marked a major split between “Eastern” or
“Transbaikalian” and “Western” Buriat groups triggered by varying levels of contact with
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outsiders. The two groups were separated geographically by Lake Baikal, the largest body of
freshwater on the planet. This geographic barrier affected how the Buriat lifestyle and culture
evolved as a result of contact with Russians. To the southwest of Lake Baikal is the Irkutsk
region, which marked a transitional zone between Eastern and Western Buriat divergence. By
1911, the population of Eastern Buriats reached 204,000. In the Irkutsk region they totaled
128,000 (Forsyth 173). At this time, Buriat Mongols made up the largest indigenous ethnic group
in Siberia (271). However, the Russian population in the Irkutsk and Transbaikalia regions was
also steadily growing at an even faster rate. In these regions, Russians outnumbered Buriats three
to one. West of Lake Baikal, Buriats were outnumbered five to one (Forsyth 173). With Buriat
people increasingly a minority, they also became increasingly Russified as exposure to Russian
language through education and government programs expanded. East of Lake Baikal, only
about 5 percent of the Buriat population spoke Russian and belonged to the Orthodox Church.
West of Lake Baikal and in the Irkutsk region, however, about 13 percent of Buriats spoke
Russian and nearly 50 percent were at least nominally Orthodox Christians in 1911 (Forsyth
173). Particularly among Western Buriats, there was a growing trend toward Russified names
given to children, while the majority of Eastern Buriats continued to give their children
traditional Mongol, Tibetan, or Sanskrit names. One of the most significant divergent trends was
the tendency of Western Buriats to give up their traditional nomadic pastoralism for settled
agriculture. Eastern Buriats continued to subsist primarily from nomadic cattle-rearing, despite
pressure from growing Russian populations to take up settled agricultural practices (Forsyth
174). The Russification process was particularly influential for Buriat people who lived in or
around primarily Russian settlements, while in outlying rural areas, such as around
Verkhneudinsk, Buriats still made up around eighty percent of the population (Forsyth 271).
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Leading up to the Soviet Era in Tuva

The 1881 treaty with the Chinese Qing government allowed for such unhindered Russian
expansion into Tuva that by 1913, there were over 64,000 Russian residents in Tuva, a number
that was roughly equivalent to the number of Native Tuvans in the area (Forsyth 227). The
region was so far removed geographically from the Chinese governmental center in Beijing that
by the start of the twentieth century, Tuva
was effectively a Russian protectorate. Less
organized than the Buriat tribes, the Tuvans
did not produce nationalist movements as
strong as those of the Buriats. In fact, many
Tuvans were in favor of Russian
Figure 9: A Tuvan shaman performs a ceremony in
front of a traditional ger in 1900

protectorship because the Russian colonists
allegedly treated the Native Tuvans better

than did their Chinese counterparts, who contested the region in the past (Forsyth 227). Due to
the turmoil of the Chinese Revolution in October of 1911, in which the Qing dynasty was
overthrown, beginning this year, leaders of the two primary Tuvan tribes were induced to pledge
allegiance to the Russian Tsar in return for recognition as a Russian protectorate. This allowed
the Tuvans to escape the mistreatment they faced at the hands of the Qing government of China.
Despite Russian political influence and formal Chinese right of rule, the majority of Tuvans still
felt cultural allegiance to Mongolians, who had not only natural historical ties, but with whom
they also shared the Buddhist religion (Forsyth 228). The denial of this Mongolian heritage
caused significant unrest in Tuva, which was suppressed by Cossacks. Russian protection over
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Tuva ended with the collapse of the central imperial government as a result of the Russian
Revolution in 1917. The chaos of the ensuing Russian Civil War brought Tuva under nominal
Chinese rule in 1918 (Forsyth 228).

43
Regionalism - Early Scholarly Studies of Siberian Indigenous People

It is important to note that there was backlash in the late 19th-early 20th centuries amidst
the European academic community against the mistreatment faced by indigenous Siberians at the
hands of missionaries and outsiders. This backlash occurred mostly in the academic community
with the rise of regionalism and demands for greater political self-governance from indigenous
intelligentsia. The regionalist school of thought, headed by folklore scholar Grigorii Potanin
(1835-1920) and archaeologist writer Nikolai Yadrintsev (1842-1894), sought to elevate the
status of the indigenous peoples of Siberia as culturally and socially equal to European Russians
(Znamenski 11-12). This school of thought later came to include local indigenous writers in
Siberia as well as scholars from Western Europe, all of whom had varying reasons for respecting
and supporting Shamanism.
Nikolai Yandrintsev, the son of Russian traders, traveled repeatedly to Altai and often
compared the region to Greece in his writings (Znamenski 12). Yandrintsev noticed several
parallels, including the landscape of “mythological creatures,” the nature which “spoke its own
language and endowed its secrets…” (Znamenski 12). Yandrintsev and other regionalists hoped
for the revival of ancient Siberian heritage and they dreamed of the interworking of these
traditional spiritual teachings into modern culture of the time. This gave regionalist work an
inherent cultural sensitivity that was not present in the work of missionaries or scholarly
predecessors (Znamenski 13). In his work, Yandrintsev argued that each culture has the potential
to bring “unique elements to the future civilization,” and that “people in Siberia are still not
appropriately appreciated” (Znamenski 13). Yandrintsev believed that if indigenous people had
been given the same privileges Russians had, they would have lived up to a great potential. He
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stated, “traditions of other tribes included into world civilization and spiritual life will
unavoidably benefit everyone” (Znamenski 13).
Grigorii Potanin was a friend and colleague of Yandrintsev who agreed with his
regionalist philosophy but took regionalism to an extreme in his extensive works that sought to
prove that Judeo-Christian religions originated from indigenous Siberian spirituality (Znamenski
13). To prove his point, however, Potanin committed the same mistakes as early Russian and
German Orientalists; he disregarded local traditions and twisted the meaning of different
practices in order to reduce the overall complexity and uniqueness of Siberian Shamanism.
Potanin did so in an attempt to reverse previous notions of Shamanism, and he firmly believed
that Christianity could be traced back to Shamanism. While Potanin’s short-sighted comparison
was largely ignored by Western scholars, it influenced local Siberian ethnographers, including
Gavril Choros-Gurkin and Gavril Ksenofontov. Choros-Gurkin idealistically dreamed of a
“national cult” established among Altaians as a way of embracing the “pagan past” (Znamenski
16). Gavril Ksenofontov’s 1929 book, which was highly influenced by Grigorii Potanin’s ideas,
labeled Jesus Christ as the first shaman (Znamenski 14). Subsequent works from writers such as
Viacheslav Shishkov drew upon this assertion and compared the suffering and persecution of
shamans during the Soviet era to the suffering and persecution of Jesus Christ (Znamenski 13).
Also enchanted by the regionalist school of thought were exiled Russian intelligentsia
during the start of the Soviet era. A number of scholars became involuntary ethnographers in
Siberia after being exiled there by the Soviet government (Znamenski 16). These scholars were
drawn to indigenous people partially because of the lack of almost any other scholarly muse in
the barren regions of Siberia. Yet, these European Russian exiles were also able to commiserate
with Siberian Russians in that they shared the status of political marginalization (Znamenski 16)

45
Political Forces in Siberia Following the 1917 Revolution

The February Revolution in 1917 brought about major cultural and political shifts across
the Russian Empire including Siberia. News of the Revolution that took place thousands of
kilometers away in Petrograd first reached politically active intelligentsia who lived in
settlements along the Trans-Siberian railway. These individuals, the majority of whom were
Russian, began to create “Committees of Social Organizations” as a local authority for
maintaining order and reforming institutions (Forsyth 229). These committees, at least at first,
included members with diverse political affiliations.
The provisional government that resulted from the 1917 Revolution brought about
policies both good and bad for Native Siberians. The expansion of local government bodies
including zemstvo provided people in Siberia a greater opportunity for formal political
involvement than ever before. Conversely, the provisional government in Petrograd was opposed
to regional autonomy that so many Native Siberians and exiled Russian intelligentsia wanted.
Though there was a more formal government structure developing in Siberian regions, these
local leaders still had to answer to a central government that was located thousands of kilometers
away on the opposite side of the country. As a result of their frustration, the first meeting of the
Siberian Regional Council was held in Tomsk on October 1, 1917. The gathering was led by
prominent Russian regionalist, Grigorii Potanin (Forsyth 229).
In subsequent months following Lenin’s October Revolution, the Soviet system swept
across the country. Workers’ and soldiers’ soviets, dominated by Bolsheviks, slowly took control
of local power in Siberia’s industrial regions (Forsyth 230). The establishment of Soviet power
in Siberia did not go smoothly. In the Irkutsk region, Soviet power only prevailed after several
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days of intense fighting between Bolshevik leaders and local leaders, mostly intelligentsia, who
opposed Bolshevik ideas in favor of traditionalism. In the city of Tomsk, located almost 2,000
kilometers west of Irkutsk, the original Bolshevik soviet was replaced the day after its
establishment with the self-governing All-Siberian Provisional Council (Forsyth 230). The
council supported Siberian autonomy. Siberian soviets were in opposition to the central
government up until February 1918 in their desire for a Siberian Socialist Republic, which the
Petrograd authorities deemed a “bourgeois” idea (Forsyth 230).
One of the main reasons the Bolshevik-led government was so interested in maintaining
control of Siberia was that their agricultural policies would be dependent on procuring grain
shipments from Siberia (Forsyth 231). Industrial workers and communists from the western part
of the country were sent east to supplement the grain stockpiles produced by Siberian farmers.
These western workers were the first tasked with the creation of the agricultural communes,
foreshadowing the complete collectivization of agriculture, which would begin a decade later
(Forsyth 231).
The Russian Civil War that ensued following the 1917 Revolution had the most
immediate effects on southern Siberian peoples because they came directly into contact with the
fighting. Their neighbors slightly to the north were left relatively untouched because they lacked
the immediate economic and political importance of the southern Siberian peoples. South of
Lake Baikal, Buriats became involved in battles from 1918 to 1920 between the Red partisans
and the White forces, many of whom were Russian peasants who had Socialist Republican
sympathies (Forsyth 240).
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The most immediately successful campaign of the Russian communist party was to install
the Soviet system of government in Siberia, which would replace local governing bodies. The
communists had comparatively little success in degrading local spiritual systems, however. One
of their greatest frustrations was that even official representatives of soviets in Siberia often held
onto tribal religious beliefs and continued to consult shamans (Forsyth 289). Even a decade
following the Civil War, the Communist Party had to warn members of soviets, the Young
Communist League, and even members of the Communist Party itself that they were to denounce

Figure 10:
During the Russian Civil
War following the 1917
Revolution, fighting
extended into many parts
of Siberia. Areas of
fighting are shaded.

the “superstition” of Shamanism and to turn instead to the “scientific” ideology of MarxismLeninism (Forsyth 289). The communists hoped local leaders would serve as an example to their
people and embrace atheism as well.

48
Stalinist Purges

During the Stalinist purges beginning in the mid-1930s, hundreds of shamans were
executed or forcibly sent to gulag labor camps (Stutley 2). Many of these gulags were located
throughout Siberia, where the Soviet government would exile enemies of the state from any
region. Russians who were sent to Siberian gulags were forced to resettle there, resulting in more
ethnic Russians residing in Siberia than ethnic Siberians (Stutley 2). This made it impossible for
Siberian tribes to reclaim their ancestral homelands. Additionally, ritual accoutrements were
often confiscated and destroyed by propagandists who visited Siberia on behalf of the Stalinist
government. In some cases, shamans continued their practices by making new drums, cloaks,
and other ritual objects and then hiding them. There are also stories of shamans using substitute
objects, such as frying pans instead of drums. Not only were physical objects violently
destroyed, but the reputations of individual shamans in many communities were shattered by
Russian doctors as a result of active intervention into healing through the introduction of
Westernized medicine. (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations
in Siberia and Beyond 37). Communist cultural officers during the purges, just as in the earlier
Sovietization period, often tried to publicly trick or “outsmart” shamans when it came to medical
knowledge as a means of swaying the general public towards the communist pro-atheist
ideology.

49
Collectivization

Collectivization was one of the most impactful early campaigns of socialist repression. In
the 1930s, collectivization was imposed on the Native people of Siberia with the same intentions
and methods as it was imposed on farmers and nomads elsewhere in the Soviet Union (Forsyth
290). Collectivization was not merely an agricultural policy. It affected social and political
organization and religion as well. Because of the reverence for hunting and herding animals
inherent in Siberian worldviews, collectivization damaged agricultural practices and devastated
Siberian spiritual life and Shamanism.
The devastating impacts of collectivization were most noticeable when it was
abolished. After collectivization was abolished and collective farms were destroyed, life was
even more chaotic, and survival even more challenging for people in former-socialist Siberia and
Mongolia. In Mongolia, the government undertook a widespread privatization project, which
involved the demolition of most collective farms in 1993 (Buyandelgeriyn 225). In the Onon
region of Mongolia, directly south of the southern border of Buriatia, the sudden redistribution of
animals left their new private owners unprepared to properly care for them. Winter
accommodation and hay were not prepared in advance so in December 1993, a large number of
cattle died. Even in subsequent years, new herders did not have the skills necessary to care for
their livestock. The socialist system was based on such a complicated division of labor, that each
individual had only to learn one very specific skill (Buyandelgeriyn 225). Because of socialist
emphasis on productivity, people became less reliant on elders, and elderly people became less
valued and respected in society. However, after collectivization suddenly ended, knowledge held
by elders regarding animal husbandry was essential (Buyandelgeriyn 225). This meant families
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who had elderly parents to guide them were often much more economically successful than those
who did not. This reemerging value of traditional knowledge held by elderly members of society
was a force for cultural revitalization through a revival of traditional practices ranging from
herding livestock to Shamanism among Buriats in Mongolia.

51
Impact of Soviet Policies on Indigenous Lifestyles - Buriatia

The start of 1917 was a critical time for the Buriat people. Russian settler populations in
the Irkutsk and Transbaikalia regions had been rapidly increasing since the start of the twentieth
century. As a result, Buriat rights were more frequently compromised (Forsyth 271). Buriat
pastures that were previously used for herding livestock were taken over by Russian
agriculturists. Up to 12,000 Buriat men were forced into Russian military service as pioneers in
the First World War, depleting the local workforce. (Forsyth 271). The February 1917
Revolution along with these rising ethnic tensions between Russians and Asiatic peoples of
Siberia spurred a stronger demand for autonomy from Buriat community leaders and
intelligentsia. March 1917 marked a growing frequency of Buriat conferences in Irkutsk,
Verkhneudinsk, and Chita (Forsyth 271). These conferences led to the All-Buriat Congress in
April 1917. At this Congress, Buriat leaders called for autonomy of a single continuous Buriat
territory that would be ruled by a Buriat National Duma. The Congress also demanded greater
land rights and the establishment of a system of education to be conducted entirely in their
Native language (Forsyth 271).
The following months brought about greater strength for the Buriat autonomous
movement. In November 1917, in the Transbaikal elections that were held for the Russian
Constituent Assembly, the Buriat Nationalists earned 17.4 percent of the vote, the second largest
percentage of the vote from this region (Forsyth 272). The Buriat Nationalists ran on a platform
of “Buriatia for the Buriats” because they did not want their ancestral homeland to become
further involved in a revolution and civil war that were not their own, but Russia’s. (Forsyth
272). They also tried to appeal to Socialist Revolutionary (SR) voters, the party which earned the
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highest percentage of the vote, by claiming that in traditional Buriat society, there were no class
distinctions. The Irkutsk region, because of its geographic location further to the west, had
greater Bolshevik influence, and thereby greater conflict with Russian-majority political parties.
This quickly led to the establishment of Soviet
power in the Irkutsk region in December 1917
(Forsyth 272). Soviet power did not come to
Transbaikalia until February 1918, after Bolshevikcontrolled Cossack units returned from the eastern
front of the First World War and took over the
Buriat settlements of Verkhneudinsk and Chita
(Forsyth 272).
In response to this threat, the Transbaikal
People’s Council was formed on the 28th of
December 1917. This council would rule the
Figure 11: This famous photo shows Josef
Stalin posing with the daughter of the Buriat Party
chief. Two years after the photo was taken, the girl’s
father was shot and her mother sent to a labor camp.

region until the Bolshevik coup in February 1918
(Forsyth 272). Most Buriat leaders hoped to

maintain traditional and locally-run organizations of self-governance, such as the steppe councils
of the nineteenth century. Yet the Bolsheviks established councils, despite public outcry and
violence. These councils, known as ‘soviets’ aimed to stomp out the “bourgeois” ideas held by
Buriat Nationalists and to form local militias that enforced the government requisitioning of
grain and cattle (Forsyth 273). In Transbaikalia, where the Buriat population was numerically
larger and where feelings of Buriat nationalism were stronger, Soviet leaders had no choice but
to concede to the establishment of Buriat territorial units, known as aimaks or khoshuns (Forsyth
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273). In mid-1918, a Buriat People’s Duma was formed, as Buriat nationalists had long desired.
However, the point of the organization was merely to create a false impression of national
autonomy granted by Bolshevik forces. It was a tactical move for Bolshevik leaders in Siberia to
gain an advantage and the support of the Buriats, who, after the Revolution, remained the largest
and one of the most powerful Siberian ethnic groups in the country.

54
Impact of Soviet Policies on Indigenous Lifestyles in Tuva

Like in other indigenous territories, traditional religious life was greatly restricted in
Tuva during the Soviet era. Local folklore includes the story of a Tuvan shamaness who was
resting on a mountaintop when Communist activists came to arrest her (Reid 96). She lifted her
hand as they approached her and they flew backwards. When they tried to approach again, she
once again held up her hand. When the men finally gave up and retreated down the mountain,
they all died before they could return to town. Even the shamaness herself died because at this
time, she knew she was forbidden from healing her people (Reid 96). Death was greater than a
life without purpose for this shamaness.
The Tuvan national art form, throat singing, was even impacted by Soviet rule. Throat
singing is a vocal technique that allows singers to produce three notes simultaneously, and it has
been a historically respected form of expression in Tuva (Reid 95). During the Soviet era, songs
performed by throat singers had to include themes relating to the Komsomolyets, and pride in the
USSR (Reid 96). This is evidence of how much control the Soviet government exerted over
every small detail of people’s lives. The Tuvans were allowed their traditional art form only if it
was used to praise the Soviet government. Ethnic pride was secondary to forced national pride
for the authoritarian regime.

55
Shamanism in the Sovietization Period - the 1920s to 1940s

Some of the earliest contact between the Soviet government and Siberian shamans
occurred as a result of the Russian Civil War. Before the war, Russians had very little
understanding of health amongst Siberian indigenous peoples. The Red Cross was introduced to
the region for the first time during the Civil War. They stayed even after the war ended to
undertake research expeditions, that ultimately provided Russians with some of their earliest
knowledge on shamanic health practices (Forsyth 243).
Though Shamanism flourished among other indigenous traditions for centuries in
Siberia, the beginning of its decline started with the entrance of Tsarist troops into the region.
Directly following the 1917 Revolution, as the Orthodox Church was under attack, some
Siberian shamans seized this opportunity to more openly practice their native religion (Balzer
Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 40).
During the 1920s, Bolsheviks saw the Natives of Siberia as victims of Russian Imperialism who
should be “reimbursed for historical injustices committed in the past” (Znamenski 21). At first,
communist leaders aimed their ire at Christianity and rarely attacked Shamanism, not
recognizing it as a threat. This allowed for shamans to practice more freely and those who were
baptized to easily convert back to their old ways of life (Znamenski 21). Shamans were
especially needed for healing purposes as confusion and turmoil swept across the country and
they were ready to meet this demand in the 1920s. This early flourishing of Shamanism led to the
weakening of anti-shamanist sentiment that had been espoused by the Church which at the time
was consumed with its own battles with the Bolsheviks over its future status in a Soviet state.
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The Committee of the North was the main Soviet governing body responsible for
Siberia. Along with this political force, social and cultural mechanisms of Sovietization included
the establishment of schools, clinics, courts, and councils. Red Tent campaigns were set up in a
few village centers, bringing propaganda in the form of radio, film, and newspapers, sometimes
in indigenous languages, to Siberia (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization:
Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 40). Instead of missionaries, Siberian communities were
visited by Soviet activists who called themselves cultural workers or militant atheists.
In the eyes of non-indigenous peoples, shamans have long appeared menacing and even
dangerous. This fear is indeed based in cultural misunderstanding and colonialist attitudes
towards indigenous peoples. However, it is helpful to examine this fear through a lens of cultural
relativism (Riboli 37). In culturally mixed contexts during times of social or political upheaval,
spiritual conflicts are especially exacerbated as religious values shift. This might be particularly
true in areas where Shamanism and other traditional indigenous religions are widely practiced
because of their community-based malleable nature. Current-day accounts of shamanic spirits
often refer to the relatively recent violent oppression of the Soviet period. Such violent events
harmed people physically, mentally, and spiritually and have thus had a lasting effect on the
ways in which Siberian people relate to their spirituality. The ability to commune with spirits and
to visit the spirit world has always been at once a gift of healing, but also a heavy burden of
responsibility. During the early Sovietization period, people who had the gift of shamanic
tendencies were persecuted, making shamanic talents and abilities more of a curse than a
blessing. These people were often diagnosed as schizophrenic and given drugs to suppress their
spiritual visions (Riboli 39). While many outsiders may liken shamanic tendencies and abilities
to symptoms of mental illness, the tactics employed by “pseudo-doctors” of the Soviet period
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were not focused on healing from either a Western or an indigenous perspective. (Riboli 39).
These doctors prescribed “debilitating cocktail[s] of drugs to suppress perceived abnormality”
(Riboli 39). Medical ‘treatments’ were also
prescribed to political dissidents,
conscientious objectors of military service,
and others who refused to accept the norms
of Soviet society. The Soviet health system
was in part a method of control. Indigenous
Siberian shamans, as leaders of folk
religiosity, were targeted among many
others who could have posed a threat to the
Soviet regime by virtue of their
nonconformism. Political and religious
dissidents from many walks of life were
victimized by the Soviet health system with
diagnoses of schizophrenia or other forms of
Figure 12: Soviet propaganda poster reads
“Elect workers to the native soviet, don’t allow shamans
and kulaks

mental illness. Shamanism was not taken
seriously by the Soviet regime, but the

undeniable influence individual shamans held in Siberia was understood as threatening. What
was once seen as a noble life calling became mocked and belittled by the government and its
propaganda. These negative attitudes were eventually espoused in local communities.
Particularly young people began to lose touch with traditional shamanic values, choosing to
ignore advice and visions that may have once played a significant role in their lives.

58

In the 1920s, academic ethnographic accounts of Shamanism were increasingly used to
criticize Shamanism by the Soviet government. These views were based on the assumption that
Shamanism, as a primitive ‘survival from the past,’ undermined Soviet socialist modernity.
(Znamenski 23). The newly forming Soviet government emphasized the value of technology and
progress. Thus, the traditionalism of Shamanism was labeled as “backward” and Shamanism was
understood to be an impediment to the progress the Bolsheviks envisioned (Znamenski 23).
However, it still took Stalin’s brutal 1930s purges to almost completely drive
underground the most resilient aspects of the Siberian shamanistic lifestyle (Stutley 2). The
history of the Sovietization of Siberia is characterized by immense acts of physical and spiritual
violence undertaken against indigenous people. Unlike the 1920s judgmental view of Shamanism
as primitive, the 1930s saw even more extreme prejudice and even harsher condemnatory
attitudes and actions. Shamans were labeled “class enemies” or “enemies of the people” and
were directly targeted for complete eradication (Znamenski 23). Shamans were blamed by Soviet
leaders for any reluctance or hesitation by Native people to the processes of Sovietization
because shamans represented the dark paganism of the indigenous peoples. Soviet leaders
lamented that Orthodox missionaries had failed in completely eradicating Shamanism, which
meant that Soviet medicine and propaganda were not as effective and successful in spurring
progress and modernization. (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization:
Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 40). Communist cultural officers often focused on
healthcare, sanitation, and medicine as major issues that urgently needed to be addressed in the
name of progress among shamanist believers. Shamans were seen as both responsible for and
victims of the lack of modern medicine and the widespread disease faced by indigenous Siberian
peoples (Znamenski 23). This was especially relevant to the long-held opinion that shamans were
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mentally ill individuals suffering from epileptic fits or some similar illness. The view of shamans
as victims, who lacked medical care meant that they were also culprits in spreading a
heathenistic spiritual worldview (Znamenski 23). Russian scholars attempted to “prove” the
insanity of the shamans which helped justify the Soviet attacks on their belief systems.
Bolsheviks also sought to place shamans on a class-based scale, claiming that they had positions
of power and were therefore able to exploit the masses. This classist argument supported the
ideology of the emerging Soviet Union and painted shamans as those who were primarily guilty
of perpetuating the class struggle and suppressing poor and disenfranchised members of the
lower classes (Znamenski 25).
In the 1920s, the practice of Shamanism was officially banned in Siberia by a decree
from Soviet government, though the immediate effects of such a ban are hard to evaluate due to
lack of Soviet records detailing arrests and punishments of shamans (Sundstrom). Just like
missionaries from the Orthodox Church who entered the region during tsarist times, the Soviet
Russian authorities confiscated drums, clothing, and other ceremonial artifacts essential to
shamanic rituals (Forsyth 287). Militant atheists, as representatives of the Communist regime,
did everything they could to discredit shamans with clever tricks. These tricks may have
discredited individual shamans, but they failed to discredit their actual beliefs. Aside from the
ritual role of shamans, they were respected medical practitioners, which was a role that they
retained despite the decline in traditional ceremonies. Other than séances and communications
with the spirit world, shamans in Siberia had extensive knowledge of medicinal uses of local
herbs and the creation of healing concoctions (Forsyth 288). Some even learned to read and
write, particularly those from highly literate tribes, such as the Buriats. This way, the shamans
could rival the authority of Soviet doctors in the eyes of their communities. Shamans were
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opposed to the Western medical practices that communists sought to introduce to their
communities (Forsyth 288). Western medicine was seen as offensive to the spirits; some
shamans even claimed that anyone who entered a Russian hospital to seek Western intervention
would inevitably die of their ailments (Forsyth 288).
According to Russian propaganda, Siberian shamans were common charlatans who
purposely deceived their own people in order to live lavish lifestyles. This kind of propaganda
was simply false. Though there were bound to be a few selfish individuals, the overwhelming
majority of shamans in every Siberian tribe lived quite simply. They often found their
occupations to be a heavy burden with a relatively modest monetary reward in return. Shamans
commonly accepted only small fees or simple gifts in exchange for their healing services
(Forsyth 288). More than simply an occupation, Shamanism is a sacred responsibility bestowed
only to those with special talents and a calling from the spirits. It was not a competitive job
which individuals aspired to. In the eyes of the Community Party, shamans were equivalent to
priests or rabbis of other religions and were therefore persecuted just as ruthlessly. Siberian
people who had converted to Christianity due to earlier persecution by missionaries were now
persecuted by the Soviets for these beliefs. Consistently being forced by outsiders to alter their
spiritual beliefs and practices put Siberian indigenous peoples in a unique predicament. They
were skeptical of communist anti-religious measures, not only because these measures attacked
their lifestyles, but because this was not the first time in recent history that Russians had come to
assert their superiority and enforce changes. What did the indigenous people have to gain from
these outsiders, who attacked the ideology that earlier waves of outsiders introduced?
Contrary to what Soviet leaders hoped, the early attacks on Shamanism did not lead to a
quick abandonment of Native animist religious beliefs or practices. In fact, increasing Soviet
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influence in Siberian indigenous life, which included a cruel pace of enforcing economic,
political, and social transformation, temporarily strengthened shamanist beliefs for a brief time
from the 1920s to 1940s. For example, indigenous sacrificial practices were intensified, resulting
in massive sacrifices of reindeer, and even human sacrifices, to an extent that would have been
exceptional under ‘normal’ circumstances (Leete 233). The rapid infiltration of Soviet control in
the form of Stalinist purges and collectivization provoked severe religious reactions from
indigenous people. One widely-used method to resist Soviet control was the slaughter of
livestock. This included the killing of reindeer, horses, and cattle in response to collectivization
campaigns (Leete 235). They slaughtered livestock and consumed them instead of handing them
over to Soviet authorities without compensation. Often a practical decision, it also served a
ceremonial purpose for some indigenous groups. According to Soviet sources, hundreds of
animals were killed to sabotage collectivization, though indigenous people saw this as a way of
calling on their ancestors for help (Leete 235). Such large-scale sacrifices were performed in
accordance with the will of the gods. In one instance in 1933, a Russian female communist, as a
part of an anti-religious brigade, visited Lake Num-To, a significant site for the Kazym River
Khanty people. Ignoring the cultural taboo against women visiting the sacred island in the
middle of Lake Num-To, the female communist and her brigade deeply offended surrounding
Khanty tribes. On December 4, the brigade was taken prisoner. After this, the Khanty and Nenets
held seances, in which they claimed the gods had demanded the captive Russians as a sacrifice
(Leete 238). The brigade was tied to reindeer sleds and taken up a hill, where they were
“throttled” by long ropes around their necks (Leete 238). After the Russians were killed, the
Khanty and Nenets held a traditional ceremony and sacrificed seven reindeer. This incident came
to be known as the Kazym uprising, which has been discussed as a semi-revitalistic effort against
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Soviet norms in favor of traditional religious practices (Leete 239). Though many historians
believe that the uprising ultimately failed in its mission of deterring Sovietization, many Kazym
Khanty today still express pride and solidarity in the fact that their ancestors participated in this
notable protest (Leete 240).
Not all ethnic groups reacted to Sovietization as violently as theirs. One exception was
among the European Nenets tribe, whose homeland overlaps partially with the European territory
of Russia. Many of the European Nenets succumbed to pressure from communist propagandists
and created a small community united around atheism and socialism. However, this group of
atheist Nenets was not standard for all members of the Nenets ethnic group, nor certainly for
Siberian groups as a whole (Forsyth 287). Nenets further east actually declared a “holy war”
against Sovietization and played a role in the Kazym uprising (Leete 236). Unlike the
coexistence of Shamanism and Buddhism, or even the compromises between Shamanism and
Christianity, communist-enforced atheism was incompatible with the spiritual and animistic
elements of Shamanism. The practice of Shamanism was harmed more by the erosion of Siberian
Native social norms through collectivization and the abandonment of nomadism than it was by
the mere confiscation of shamanic items (Forsyth 287). The Soviet assault on Shamanism failed
to take into account the implicit animistic beliefs that were woven into the everyday lives of
indigenous peoples of Siberia. More than just the external elements of ritual artifacts, the
spirituality of the Siberian people applied internal significance to the hunting and herding of
animals. This fundamental misunderstanding was one of the reasons that initial propaganda
campaigns were largely ineffective, and why collectivization was so devastating. The
collectivization process was so detrimental to the fabric of traditional indigenous life that by the
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late 1930s, a considerable number of shamans had given up their occupation, either by choice or
by force (Forsyth 287).

64
Role of Women in Early Sovietization

The goal of the Communist Party was to transform nearly every aspect of Siberian
indigenous culture. This, of course, included Shamanism and nomadism, as well as targeted
traditional practices, such as bride-price, polygyny, levirate, and arranged marriages of young
children (Forsyth 286-287). Combined, these changes eroded the cultural fabric of indigenous
life. In the eyes of the Soviet regime, they were providing an enlightenment for the Native
peoples. For many women, these changes meant emancipation from roles and practices that
tended to be oppressive (Forsyth 286). In many Siberian societies, women had specific powers,
but were also subjected to specific taboos. For example, positions on clan councils were often
withheld from women (Forsyth 287). In some societies, practices, such as forcing pregnant
women who were soon due to give birth out of their family tents to give birth in temporary
shelters that were often uncomfortable and exposed women and their newborns to extreme cold
temperatures were both detrimental and hazardous to women (Forsyth 287). In order to ‘purify’
themselves after giving birth, women had to expose their naked bodies to frost in the winter or
biting insects in the summer (Hutton 108). Women who were menstruating were treated as
dangerous and also exiled to these temporary shelters. There were no equivalent rituals of
suffering enforced upon men (Hutton 108).
Women were often subordinate to men in indigenous societies, as they were in Russian
imperial society. Therefore, women from all ethnic groups saw the Revolution and the
restructuring of the class system as an opportunity to gain the rights they deserved. Women’s
participation in the Sovietization movement was critical. In 1929, the Soviet government began
to organize propaganda campaigns directed towards women. They included women’s meetings
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that allowed women to voice their opinions on local politics (Forsyth 287). These communist
influences asserted the idea that it was important for Native women to participate in clan soviets.
Consequently, by 1931, women made up nearly one quarter of all deputies of soviets in the
autonomous republics of Siberia (Forsyth 287).
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Questions of National Classification and Autonomy

The so-called “native question” was one that Bolsheviks had to ponder from the time they
seized power due to the sensitivity of their policies toward nationalities (Forsyth 243).
As a result of the classification of separate ethnic groups as indigenous peoples, national
autonomous movements were growing within the confines of the newly established Soviet
governing system leading into the 1930s. Soviet authorities made new classifications of ethnic
groups and assigned them new ethnonyms. In some cases, people were grouped together with
others they had no knowledge of or contact with, and whose language or dialect they did not
understand (Sundstrom 354). The Buriats, as well as the Altaians and Yakuts, were granted the
status of autonomous republics or regions by 1923 (Forsyth 283). From 1926 to 1932,
autonomous regions were also given to the Samoyed (Nenets), Khanty-Mansi, Selkups, Ewenki,
Tungu, Chukchi, and Koryak tribes (Forsyth 283-284). Smaller national districts were even
designated for smaller ethnic groups, such as the Nanai, Ulchi, Eskimo, Tofalar, and Aleutian
peoples. For these newly-consolidated ethnic groups, the Soviet ethnonym assigned to them
became their identity, which increased antagonism between groups. Groups of people who
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previously were unrelated did not feel a special affinity for each other thanks to Soviet policy
(Sundstrom 355).

Figure 13: Ethnic divisions in the Soviet Union

Nationally cohesive soviets were also created for compact settlements of Germans,
Latvians, Estonians, Ukrainians, Belorussians outside of their ancestral homelands in various
parts of the Soviet Union, including Siberia (Forsyth 283). The creation of these national
territories was altruistic, or at least paternalistic. The Communist Party firmly believed that by
means of these semi-autonomous local governing bodies, they would be able to modernize the
indigenous nations in Siberia even as these local governing authorities gave the Bolsheviks
legitimacy. The communists hoped to illustrate to the Siberian peoples that there were problems
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with almost every traditional aspect of their lives. Ultimately, they hoped to induce them to
abandon such traditional practices in favor of assimilation to the Russian majority (Forsyth 284).
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Indigenous Languages

Before the Civil War began, education was only prevalent among Buriats, Tatars, Yakuts,
and Altaians. These were the only groups to have written forms of language at the time of the
Revolution in 1917 (Forsyth 284). Education was one of the missions undertaken by the cultural
representatives from the Communist Party as a way to improve and exact control over the lives
of all people in the Soviet Union. Until written alphabets could be established for the vast
diversity of indigenous languages, educational programs, including daily classroom instruction,
were conducted exclusively in Russian (Forsyth 284). The largest and most powerful governing
body in Siberia installed by the Soviet regime, the Committee of the North, aimed to institute a
uniform primary school curriculum but in vernacular languages of different ethnic groups
(Forsyth 284). Textbooks were slated for publication in sixteen different languages, and a
teacher-training program was envisioned for Native teachers (Forsyth 284).
This vision proved overly ambitious and was never achieved. Instead, a standard alphabet
based not on Cyrillic, but on Latin, was introduced in 1931 in order to write all Siberian
languages (Forsyth 284). Seven languages - Nenets, Mansi, Ewenki, Ewen, Chukchi, Eskimo,
and Nanai - were used for school books and local newspapers (Forsyth 284). Other indigenous
languages, however, were either spoken by too few people, or had too many spoken dialects to
ever be successfully written as a part of a standardization effort. In Buriatia, limited Buriat
language newspapers were published and distributed in regional hubs of Irkutsk, Chita, and
Ulan-Ude (Graber). These newspapers promoted communist ideals, instructing readers with great
detail on how to conduct local cooperative meetings. They also alerted readers about the most
pressing news from Saint Petersburg and Moscow, such as the death of Vladimir Lenin in 1924
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(Graber). Overall, Buriat publications were limited by the lack of Buriat journalists, which meant
newspapers were almost always translations (Graber). Indigenous journalism was not given the

Figure 14: A Buriat newspaper informs readers of the death of Vladimir Lenin
Figure 15: A pamphlet translated into Buriat language tells readers how to run local cooperatives

opportunity to flourish as it may have due to Soviet educational reform policies.
The educational reform efforts were complicated by the fact that literacy in Russian was
deemed necessary by the Soviet regime. Indigenous children were therefore expected to learn
their own written vernacular languages with the Latin alphabet as well as Russian with the
Cyrillic alphabet during primary school (Forsyth 286). In 1937, the government mandated that
all Siberian languages be written with the Cyrillic script in order to simplify this task (Forsyth
286). This heightened the forces of Russification already long at work among Native peoples of
Siberia.
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Chapter 3 - Post-Soviet Shamanism

Shamanism has the ability to thrive in present society because it is both transformed and
transformative (Metzo 239). Shamanism was able to withstand Orthodox missionaries and
Soviet-era laws that sought to destroy it. It is strong, resilient, and able to change because of its
inherent roots in community need. The popular view of Shamanism as a timeless ancient religion
unfairly dismisses the fluid and contingent nature of its practices and of its practitioners (Metzo
215). As the community changes and evolves, the way in which Shamanism is practiced adapts
to reflect the most prominent community needs. The rituals and seances performed by shamans
are not rigid or timeless, but instead are dependent on the unique life experiences of the
individual shaman. Shamanic worldviews are long-lasting, yet pliable, and the two qualities are
interrelated. It is perhaps because they are pliable that they are long-lasting (Riboli 44). The
shamanistic worldview consists of balancing opposing forces. Black and white, light and dark,
good and evil, male and female are all forces that must maintain harmony with one another. This
spiritual view of balance translates to a society in constant fluctuation, between opposing forces
and constantly exposed to risk (Riboli 45). Because of their role as community leaders, shamans
often face the conflicts resulting from change and to neutralize both external and internal
pressures on their worldview and environment (Riboli 46).
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Trends leading to the Collapse of the Soviet Union

Buriat shamans of the 1970s were seen as masters of spirituality. Their lived experiences
draw upon cultural traditions of their ancestors, but also on experiences within the Soviet regime
(Metzo 222). Buriats who lived in villages transformed their tailgan rituals to suit the approval of
the Soviet state. In the past, there were massive events in which adult males and both male and
female children of a given lineage participated. (Metzo 223). This was a ritual to honor the
ancestors of a family, and it always brought about a jovial and celebratory atmosphere for
extended families. Under the Soviet regime, instead of honoring ancestors, the tailgan honored
deities of war, learning, and communism (Metzo 223). Some ceremonies in the Soviet state
included both Buriats and Slavs together praying to “the spirit of livestock sheds for the
protection of cattle” (Metzo 223). In these rituals, collective work teams took the place of
members of a lineage, and a team
brigadier, often a member of the
Communist Party, took the place of a
shaman (Metzo 223). Other than the
variation of roles, the ritual itself
looked largely the same as it did in
traditional tailgan, involving prayers
and offerings to spirits. These
secularized versions of shamanic

Figure 16: At a modern tailgan ceremony
Buriatia, a women shrieks with emotion as she receives
sacred water from a shaman

practices were not common. Because certain shamanic rituals like the tailgan were still
occasionally carried out in modified ways, and because elderly individuals in the Soviet Union
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strove to continue religious observances, children in the Soviet Union could still learn about the
traditions of Shamanism, even though the religion itself was illegal. Families did worry,
however, that elders’ participation in dangerous and covert ceremonies would affect their secular
social lives and professional aspirations (Metzo 223). Such fear was one of the primary methods
of control that the Soviet regime exerted over its citizens and an important source of
intergenerational tension.
Even so, by the 1980s, strict Soviet control in Siberia was noticeably fragmenting. In
1987, Buriat once again became the language of instruction in schools where Buriats were an
ethnic majority (Forsyth 409). In Buriatia, national pride was displayed by widespread praise for
Mongolian peoples in publications by indigenous intelligentsia (Forsyth 410). This newfound
national pride manifested in anti-Russian sentiments felt in Buriatia and other indigenous
autonomous regions. In 1990, outbursts of national pride were illustrated by riots that resulted in
nearly ninety casualties and a large exodus of Russian industrial workers out of Tuva (Forsyth
411). By this time, it was clear that the Soviet regime was not sustainable and that change was
inevitable. Indeed, it is political reform and increased autonomy that indigenous people in
Siberia desired.
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Post-Soviet Shamanism – 1991 to Present

Shamanism is in a state of revitalization again now due to its resilience, flexibility, and
continued ability to be the linchpin of other aspects of indigenous culture. Such adaptability,
though, means that Shamanism today is drastically different from its pre-Soviet predecessor. It is
based in traditional ecological knowledge, so it could not be classified as “decontextualized
neoshamanism” or a form of New Age spirituality (Metzo 216). One of the most basic goals of
the Soviet regime was to replace a spiritual and superstitious peasantry with proletariat
consumers (Metzo 216). Theoretically, this would be completed by mastering the forces of
nature, increasing production of consumer goods through industrialization, and introducing a cult
of personality surrounding leaders like Lenin and Stalin. Indeed, the Soviet regime succeeded in
rapidly increasing industrialism, and widespread propaganda brought about reverence for
political leaders. However, these quasi-religious doctrines invented by the Communist Party did
not replace traditional indigenous religions, nor did they achieve mastery over nature (Metzo
216). Immediately following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the rate of spiritual revitalization
was extremely rapid. Now the complexity of shamanic revitalization has come to the forefront,
and it poses a large number of problems that contemporary Siberians must confront with great
care. Some indigenous Siberian people have even made the claim that it was harmful to their
cultural identity to experience such a period of freedom and self-reliance in the 1990s as the
Soviet Union collapsed only to experience the loss of these freedoms in the modern era (Balzer
Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 29).
Initially, the post-Soviet period was one of chaos, in which, for the first time, indigenous peoples
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felt autonomy and freedom of self-identification. Since then, however, the complexity of
revitalization, paired with intervention from the Russian government, has limited this freedom.
Contemporary Shamanism in Siberia is both the result of and a response to post-Soviet
modernity (Metzo 216). Traditional shamans have had the gift of transforming themselves in
order to mediate between the physical world and the spirit world. Contemporary shamans still act
as mediators, but because of the globalization introduced by Soviet modernization, shamans are
now tasked with transformations to fit the expectations of the physical, spirit, medical, legal,
political, and global worlds (Metzo 216). In the USSR, indigenous peoples were oppressed and
persecuted, but with the collapse of the Soviet Union, they are presented with immense
opportunities and responsibilities. As community leaders, healers, and masters of transformation,
shamans are part of the answer to the question: how do Siberian indigenous people fit into our
interconnected world? Shamans have the ability to heal “the wounds of modernity” and to
alleviate the historical trauma experienced by indigenous communities across the former Soviet
Union (Metzo 216).
Modernity, coveted by the Soviets, can be characterized as the reordering of society in
order to speed up technological and cultural advancements (Metzo 220). According to these
definitions, Soviet modernity was an antithesis to cultural traditions, including Shamanism. The
Soviet regime aimed for industrialization through conquest of nature, while indigenous cultures
held sacred the natural forces that governed their lives (Metzo 220). Modernity is characterized
by a “constant need for invention” for the sake of progress and a “reconfiguration of social
relations” which leads to a society that has been described as “a configuration of repetition,
novelty, and death” (Metzo 221-note). While modernity was an attack on traditional Shamanism
of the past, contemporary Siberian Shamanism, for the sake of its existence, is rooted in
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modernity. In order to survive Soviet attacks and to subsist in today’s globalized world, Siberian
shamans have had no choice but to embrace change.
Modern-day Siberian people must struggle to find the meaning in their identity in a postSoviet world which now includes new global pressures to live up to romanticized or esoteric
notions of their lifestyles. This includes a widespread diaspora of Siberian people who no longer
occupy their ancestral homeland. During the Soviet era, these people were either forcibly
displaced by Soviet forces, or willingly emigrated for social or economic reasons (Riboli 47).
Today, they are living in locations that were assigned to them by the Soviet government, often
purposefully far from ancestral homelands. In this sense, indigenous Siberian people have faced
many of the same struggles as other diasporic communities who experience a layering of
intersectional identity characteristics, especially those individuals who no longer inhabit or have
a connection to a physical space in nature. Contemporary urban shamans face a unique set of
challenges that their rural counterparts and the shamans of the past did not (Metzo 226). Today’s
urban shamans live in a “decontextualized space” where their physical separation from ancestral
homelands affects their spiritual connection as well (Metzo 226).
Shamans in cities have gained a new level of recognition in the post-Soviet era. Under
Soviet rule, the activities of these shamans were hidden or suppressed. In the late 1980s, they
emerged as if from nowhere (Humphrey 3). Today’s urban shamans are usually born and bred in
the city and are members of middle-class intelligentsia. Both male and female shamans have
emerged in urban areas at roughly equal rates (Humphrey 3). The position can be inherited from
either their mother’s or their father’s line.
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Regardless of where the shaman lives, his or her spirit helpers reside in the land of their
ancestors. Most indigenous groups, including the Buriats, did not begin to populate urban
centers, which were established by invading Russians, until the 1960s (Humphrey 8). Sacred
sites, therefore are not in
cities, but in villages often
many kilometers away. This
complicates the initiation
rituals that people living in
urban areas must go through
to become shamans (Metzo
226). In rural areas, shamans
are tasked with mediating
Figure 17: In the Mongolian capitol of Ulaanbataar, a student
consults a shaman for spiritual help obtaining study abroad documents

between the natural and

supernatural worlds. In urban areas, shamans must also navigate between public and private
spaces, which have more rigid boundaries in the context of cities. Some urban shamans utilize
their kitchens which, during the Soviet era, were important gathering places for friends and
family (Metzo 226). These kitchens serve as sacred spaces for urban shamans, who must perform
rituals far away from traditional sacred spaces in the natural environment. Well-known Buriat
shaman Nadezhda Stepanova performs rituals for clients in her private apartment (Humphrey 7).
In one instance, she sucked some harmful force from a woman’s body and then leapt to her feet,
making dramatic noises. She ran to the toilet and flushed down the harmful ‘thing’ (Humphrey
7). The occurrence of these types of rituals in private homes is an urban shaman’s way of
protecting themselves and their clients from outside criticism, and perhaps also feeds a post-
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Soviet sense of privacy. After spending years in a society where people constantly feared being
spied on, embarrassed, or scrutinized by their neighbors, the emergence of the private shamanic
ceremony is a distinctly post-communist trend.
Rituals in public spaces still hold a special significance for indigenous and nonindigenous residents of Siberian cities. The tailgan ceremony is one that shamans have adapted,
transforming urban public spaces
into sacred spaces. In both public
and private spaces, shamans may
signal the beginning of a ritual by
placing smoking coals in a high
open space so that the smoke
becomes widely visible (Metzo
226). When passers-by see the
smoke, they understand that it
means they should not enter

Figure 18: Buriat shaman Oleg Dorzhiyev at a tailgan ceremony at
the sacred site of Bukha-Noyon

the space, even if it is usually open to the public. Anthropologist Caroline Humphrey argues that
these new challenges indicate a “psychological crisis of practice” that is deeper than just spatial
and material obstacles (Humphrey 4). This crisis is one that prevails above rural and urban
divide, and above ethnic and tribal divide. It is one that all modern shamans must grapple with as
they ultimately decide what the future of Shamanism will look like in the world.
Urban shamans living in cities may have lost their traditional ancestral connections to the
land, but this has allowed for the opening of ceremonies to a wider public. These shamans are of
the city, and not in a far-away romanticized or rural setting. This means there is less of an
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entrance barrier to indigenous people living in urban settings, it has become more accessible to
participate in shamanistic practices for indigenous individuals who were disconnected with their
ancestral homelands because of political forces. Because urban shamans, too, have been
disenfranchised by Soviet trends of urbanization, other indigenous peoples need not fear that
they are not ‘Native enough’ or knowledgeable enough to attend ceremonies. Simply by virtue of
being ethnically indigenous, or an indigenous resident of a republic like Buriatia or Tuva, an
individual may feel a strong connection towards shamanic ceremonies because of the cultural
resilience that these ceremonies represent. In essence, the Soviet era antireligious policies may
have ‘leveled the playing field’ in terms of spiritual authority among indigenous peoples. This is
evidenced by the presence of completely public ceremonies, to which even foreigners are
invited. Evidence of growing equality are female shamanesses, who are emerging in large
numbers as leaders in revitalization efforts. Many shamanesses today are responsible for
performing rituals connected with healing, preventing fraud, and recovering lost objects and
animals (Stutley 10). These responsibilities are all directly connected with wounds sustained
during the Soviet era. Though many contemporary shamans have claimed their shamanhood
because of ancestral connections on their mother’s or father’s line, it is increasingly common for
urban shamans to gain legitimacy by performing miraculous acts (Humphrey 4). This represents
a new opportunity for individuals with no previous familial connection Shamanism to enter the
profession if they feel called by the spirits.
Aside from a new degree of equality, modernity has also provided many benefits to the
larger society. Modernity has been adapted to aid the revitalization of Shamanism among
indigenous Siberians. For example, greater access to technology means that shamans may reach
a broad base of clients via the internet and social media. The internet promotes the collaboration
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of official and unofficial religious organizations, which can have tangible legal implications.
Technology has also allowed the collaboration of shamans with ethnographers, writers, and
filmmakers, all of whom play a major role in documenting and thus preserving beliefs and
rituals. Greater access to education allows shamans to earn advanced degrees and to gain a level
of expert knowledge that legitimizes their position in society. Shamans themselves can write
memoirs and make documentary films which provide inside perspectives that otherwise would
not have been accessible. Technological advancements in transportation also means that shamans
can travel to meet and collaborate with indigenous rights activists from other contexts and
healers from outside the Siberian tradition. Such encounters can also be preserved through
writing and filmmaking. Today more than ever, shamans are mediators of the media, building an
international reputation that counteracts decades of slander from Soviet propaganda. Though
Shamanism has always been rooted in fluidity and even mystery, the melding of Shamanism
with modernity poses arguably the greatest threat but also greatest potential to this cultural
tradition. Modernity “compartmentalizes and separates people from space, speeds up time, and
fetishizes material objects” (Metzo 240). Shamanism is the antidote to these trends.
Today’s Siberian shamans came of age in Soviet society, which was highly structured,
valued industrialism, and where ideas of religion or faith tradition were under strict state
surveillance. Currently, shamans still face remnants of the pressures imposed by the Soviet
regime. Soviet propaganda spread ideas questioning the credibility of shamans so that some
people today are still prone to skepticism (Metzo 226). Clients who are willing to consult
shamans for advice might still see an unsuccessful healing experience as proof that shamans are
charlatans, just as such unfulfilled experiences were once used by the Soviet government to
discredit the practice of Shamanism as a whole. On a certain level, Soviet ideology succeeded at
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manipulating the expectations and standards held by clients. This has caused a widespread
identity crisis for today’s shamans. Just as much as clients must believe in shamans, shamans
must believe in themselves in order to heal their communities. Soviet propaganda and harsh
punishments were extremely effective at destroying the self-confidence of shamans, who were
once symbols of spiritual power. A lack of faith undermined the entire system of shamanic
healing and continues to threaten contemporary efforts toward revitalization. Today, shamans are
still called “psychotic” by outsiders and may inappropriately be given drugs for mental disorders
by modern medical doctors (Balzer "Healing Failed Faith? Contemporary Siberian Shamanism."
144). Though it caused great suffering for shamans, many embrace their socialist history and
openly talk about their former Komsomol membership (Metzo 239). Though socialism in many
ways was overtly contradictory towards traditional moral reasoning of indigenous people, their
integration into socialist life provided a new body of memories and shared experiences. Life for
indigenous people under socialism was marred with many common struggles, which now unite
shamans and their clients as they grapple with the legacy of Soviet repression.
One of the biggest challenges that face indigenous groups that have survived is deciding
which of their traditional values they will work to preserve and which ones should be sacrificed
or modified (Riboli 46). Indigenous Siberian spirituality has been described in some cases as
“chaotic experimentation” (Riboli 47). This refers to the struggle of younger generations to
discover and rediscover ways in which they express their cultural identity. One unique feature,
noted by British anthropologist Caroline Humphrey, after a visit Buriatia in 1996, was that no
contemporary shaman discussed their travels to the spirit world. The shaman’s ability to enter
this other world has consistently been one of the key elements of shamanic belief. Since
Shamanism’s earliest contact with non-indigenous ethnographic scholars, travelling to the spirit
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world was one way to define a shaman. Instead, shamans today are visited by the magic of the
spirits as they travel throughout the urban environment (Humphrey 4).
Because of the Soviet trend towards centralized authority, it would be reasonable to
expect Shamanism to transform into a hierarchical, centralized religion in a society that itself has
become “increasingly bureaucratic, stratified, and centralized” (Metzo 222). Instead, despite
forces of assimilation, Shamanism has retained its decentralized nature and remains fragmentary,
peripheral, and even opposed to centralized authorities. Post-Soviet Siberia is now a “jostling for
land, wealth, and dignity,” with various ethnic groups suddenly trying to reclaim their ancestral
homelands and ethnic identities (Balzer The Tenacity of Ethnicity: A Siberian Saga in Global
Perspective. 3). This chaos might be Shamanism’s way of adapting instead of becoming more
structurally similar to the dominant government. Shamanism is appealing to today’s young
generations of indigenous Siberians and even to non-indigenous ethnic groups in Russia
precisely because it exists on the peripheries of society. Unfortunately, because it is not formally
structured, many outsiders Shamanism in a utilitarian vein, not as a legitimate religion. It is a
method of repairing damages and disorder in people's’ lives (Metzo 222). This is a barrier to
shamanist revival because the government does not accept that Shamanism is its own belief
system and not an isolated practice. Following the collapse of the Soviet State, the young
government of the Russian Federation hoped to re-legitimize religious plurality and freedom and
to establish criteria for and to sanction legitimate religions (Metzo 233). They wanted to revive
the traditional religious faiths within the country, but also to protect contemporary subjects from
dangerous cult-like activity, thereby creating a freedom of religion that was limited, though
much greater than it had been in decades. Even though Shamanism is widely recognized as the
traditional faith of Siberia, it was completely left out of the Russian government’s efforts to
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reestablish religion. In 1997, the Russian government enacted the Law on Freedom of
Conscience and Religious Association, which recognizes “a hierarchy of faiths with Orthodoxy
at the pinnacle” (Metzo 233). The Russian government has privileged more centralized religions,
notably the Orthodox Church, while it has not yet recognized Shamanism as an established
religion. Now, in a time when the Russian government and the Orthodox Church often wrestle
for power and influence, Shamanism struggles to gain any legal legitimacy, and exists far beyond
the spotlight. This peripheral existence and lack of connection to the government may actually be
to the benefit of revitalization movements. In a country where the government has a history of
oppressing and abusing its citizens, shamanic practices are a small act of rebellion. Additionally,
because of its long history, Shamanism is attractive during moments of crisis because of the
stability it offers despite the instability of the government (Metzo 222).
For a variety of reasons, many individuals and communities across Siberia retain
openness toward spirits through dreams and seances. And in some areas that emphasize
reincarnation (a possible Buddhist influence) people recognize an openness to the parallel spirit
dimension among young generations that was also once displayed by elders (Balzer Shamans,
Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 32). Most Shamans
today hold on to three key attributes that were required of shamans throughout their existence.
First, they are chosen through a spiritual selection process, usually against his or her own will.
Second, they purposefully travel between cosmological worlds for the sake of helping people or
the community. And, finally, they endure lifetimes of suffering, mental and physical pain for the
sake of understanding problems and becoming more in touch with their healing powers (Balzer
Shamans, Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 3). As in
the past, contemporary indigenous people in Siberia are still being transformed into shamans
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through traditional paths of “illness, acceptance, apprenticeship, and ritual initiation” (Metzo
239). Shamans are still legitimized by shamanic illnesses, which forcefully and painfully
introduce them to the spirit world. Such experiences often include four-day “fugues” and
glossolalia (speaking in tongues), accompanied by traditional prayers and rituals that vary from
one tribe to another (Balzer "Healing Failed Faith? Contemporary Siberian Shamanism." 145).
Shamanic initiation today is riddled with complex challenges that have emerged as a result of
contemporary life. For example, proper sacred materials are hard to obtain and authentic
materials are often expensive. There is also a shortage of “proper” participants because there are
so few properly trained shamans to serve as mentors to apprentices. Trained shamans therefore
have limited time overall because performing initiation ceremonies is only one of their duties.
The formidable task of healing and educating their communities and protecting their cultural
heritage falls on the shoulders of far too few. Shamans and initiates are often unable to
coordinate their busy schedules which, because of trends towards modernity, are otherwise
dominated by jobs and household tasks. Additionally, shamans and initiates are subject to the
whims of the spirits, which means performing initiation ceremonies cannot simply be performed
when convenient, but instead must be performed at auspicious times. The commonplace features
of contemporary life in Russia, alongside complex layers of diasporic history, influences of
Soviet modernity, and the controversial stance of the Russian government, all pose major
challenges to the way shamanic spirituality is embodied today. These challenges exert pressure
on shamans, clients, and allies across Siberia, yet because of their varied histories, different
ethnic groups have their own unique experiences with these pressures.
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Contemporary Shamanism in Buriatia

In the early 1990s, there was a broad religious renaissance across the former Soviet
Union. (Metzo 224). Shamans and those who believed in their power no longer faced the
constant threat of imprisonment. Entire communities in Buriatia began again to celebrate the
Mongolian New Year,
Sagaalan. In the 1990s in
Ulan-Ude, Shamanism
became stylish. Young
people who never lived in a
country in which Shamanism
was legal, but whose
grandparents still maintained
shamanic beliefs, began to
Figure 19: In Irkutsk, Lyubov Lavrentiyeva drives evil spirits
out of her office, where she ministers to the sick, calling herself “a
seamstress of souls”

turn to shamans for advice on
even inconsequential events

in their lives (Metzo 224). Perhaps this was because without an authoritarian regime to look to
for a social code, these young people were open to looking for a new source of guidance. In one
rural Buriat-dominated region of Mongolia, there were 200 shamans living amidst a total
population of 2000 residents during the early 1990s (Metzo 224). One shaman in Ulan-Ude
assessed that the new “faddish approach to Shamanism” was unhealthy and a sign that the people
no longer knew how to make decisions on their own (Metzo 224). A visit to a shaman was no
longer a sacred ritual for important life events, but an “insurance policy for day to day life” to
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mitigate the uncertainty that people confronted in their everyday lives (Metzo 225). Some
Buriats have criticized the fact that although the noticeable physical presence of shamans has
increased, the Buriat cultural understandings and sensibilities about the natural world and the
spirits had been irreversibly lost during the Soviet era (Metzo 225).
Shamanist revival has been on the rise since the collapse of the Soviet government.
Native tribes, such as Buriats, are gaining an interest in reclaiming their old ways of knowing
(Bernstein 2014). However, it is not just among indigenous peoples, but the greater population as
well that Shamanism is gaining momentum. Russians, Ukrainians, Tatars, and all manner of
other ethnic groups whose ancestors were exiled to the Buriat homeland are now beginning to
recognize the power of shamans and the importance of the local and natural spirits that exist
because of this land (Bernstein). Modern day shamans should be the individuals best able to
describe the authenticity of their practices. But they often claim that they are merely “servants to
their clients and to the spirits” (Metzo 225). The rituals these shamans carry out are done at the
request of clients, and therefore, they assert, it is clients who believe most fervently in these
modern shamans. Both shamans and clients take part in these rituals, prayers, and counseling
with the belief that shamans are able to communicate between the natural and supernatural
world, which means both shamans and their clients must act as driving forces in the religion’s
revitalization. Most clients who consult Buriat shamans are Buriat themselves, though Russian
clients are consulting Buriat shamans with increasing frequency (Metzo 225). Russians who seek
shamanic intervention often have serious health issues that they wish to alleviate, or they hope to
improve their individual circumstances. For indigenous and non-indigenous clients, resonance is
often found in the values inherent to Shamanism, such as ecological protection and connection,
fragmented national identity, solidarity with a community, and the importance of family (Balzer
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"Healing Failed Faith? Contemporary Siberian Shamanism." 145). Increasing fragmentation and
compartmentalization of modern life and space mean that people’s social, political, religious, and
professional lives are no longer an integrated whole and have become separate components. This
is likely one of the reasons that shamans are so popular among modern indigenous and nonindigenous people. As individuals with the power to cross multiple spheres, shamans are adept at
navigating the diverse challenges of modern life. Traditionally, they played the role as “spiritual
shields,” “intelligence agents during inter-ethnic...rivalries,” as well as “veterinarians,
psychiatrists, entertainers, and judges” (Metzo 225). Though modern society has assigned single
individuals to each of these roles, contemporary shamans continue to mediate these and other
realms of the post-Soviet world by engaging all these domains so as to affect a positive outcome.
Buriat shamans never turn away individuals who seek their assistance, regardless of the
person’s ethnic identity or religious background (Metzo 227). Like the shamans themselves,
most clients were raised atheist. This raises a major ideological concern. Now clients ascribe to a
wide range of recognized religious faiths and esoteric beliefs. The number of people in the
former Soviet Union who attend churches and temples has been steadily increasing, even as such
statistics decrease in countries of Western Europe (Metzo 227). It is estimated that by 2050, 23
percent of Europeans will have no religious affiliation at all (McGarry). Contemporary shamans
in Buriatia have actually developed a strategy of drawing upon the beliefs of their clients’
particular faith. White shamans’ practices most align with Tibetan Buddhism, which is also
revitalizing in the region. These White shamans incorporate hand bells and Buddhist mantras
into their seances, which are more familiar to clients accustomed to Buddhist rituals. Shamans
may even cater to Christian clients by incorporating elements of Russian Orthodoxy, despite the
complicated history between the Orthodox Church and Shamanism. Shamans might tell a client
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to perform a ritual or to pray in a church, thereby acknowledging that the client should seek
healing and guidance from spirits beyond their ancestors (Metzo 227). Ancestral and
geographically localized spirits are the only spirits recognized in traditional shamanic faith.
Aside from their openness toward other religious practices, contemporary shamans must
also be open to adopting more numerous and complex roles than ever before. Historically,
village healers had very specific and specialized roles. There were male elders who made
offerings to local clans and spirits in the local landscape. Female elders helped with conception
and childcare, and served as midwives, bonesetters, and those who appeased evil animal spirits
(Metzo 228). These specialized healing roles began to disappear as Tibetan Buddhism brought
with it naturalistic medical Ayurveda, and later Western biomedicine started to replace this.
Paired with eventual Soviet policies regarding healthcare and the treatment of indigenous
populations, this meant a great loss in medical specialization among shamanic communities.
In contemporary Buriatia, it is not uncommon for individuals to work as traditional
healers or spiritual leaders. However, these individuals to have also acquired diverse modern
roles such as educators, activists, politicians, and entrepreneurs (Metzo 216). Some shamans
even use their oratory skills of persuasion to influence juries in court cases or to find human
remains for police departments (Riboli 46). Shamans have enough credibility that police
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sometimes employ them as “seers” to provide truth and justice (Balzer "Healing Failed Faith?
Contemporary Siberian Shamanism." 134). In fact, many scholars have found that generally,
shamans who have emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union are as a whole, more
educated than shamans of the past. They often start in professions with secular training, which
might qualify them as intelligentsia (Metzo 233).
Becoming a shaman does not require secular
education, though such a background allows
shamans move more easily between rural and urban
spheres and to “blur the divide between sacred and
secular” which was laid out by the Soviet regime
(Metzo 233). Such a wide range of expected roles
creates a new barrier to young individuals who might
otherwise play the role of shaman in Buriatia and
elsewhere in Siberia today. Shamans are no longer
only responsible for people’s bodies, but now for the
body politic of the community (Metzo 228).
Shamanic healing is a way to heal tribes and entire
Figure 20: A Buriat shaman in a trance
at a tailgan ritual in 2012

nations. Indigenous nations need healing from the
physical and psychological symptoms of modernity

forced on them by the Soviet State.
Indeed, because of their overwhelming workloads, contemporary shamans in Buriatia
prefer to focus on broadly defined symptoms. They specialize in ailments that are “incurable or
untreatable by Western medicine” (Metzo 228). Siberian medical doctors and contemporary
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shamans have been known to join forces. Shamans do not wish to spend time on illnesses that are
quickly and easily treatable with modern medicine, and so they refer clients to medical
professionals. Similarly, medical doctors will refer their patients to seek guidance from a shaman
if their problems are not easily treated or are more complex. Shamans navigate psychological
and physical but mostly moral symptoms of their clients (Metzo 229). By advising clients
through intractable situations, shamans enforce a traditional moral code, which is why they are
so vital to the regrowth of indigenous Siberian culture. Shamans do not seek to convert people
who currently practice Tibetan Buddhism, Orthodox Christianity, or even atheism. Instead, their
goal is to serve the communities in which they live, their cultural heritage as indigenous
Siberians, and most of all, to serve the spirits.
There are many narratives from Buriats today that prove their enduring beliefs in
Shamanism. But it is also important to examine those individuals who have tried to forget their
shamanistic roots and have been unsuccessful in forgetting. There are those who believe they
have been called by the spirits and by ancestors to remain active in shamanistic practices, even
though they may be reluctant to do so (Riboli 43-44). Some individuals who have been called to
be shamans have answered this call willingly and with grace. Others however, have faced intense
fear and financial insecurity resulting from uncontrollable shamanic heritage and the potential for
multi-generational curses (Riboli 46). Some clients experience distress when they do not know
the names of their ancestors or their ancestral villages. Collectivization and forced removal from
their land, cut these ties long ago. It is still believed that one must “visit your relatives and find
out about your ancestors” before consulting a shaman about current familiar problems
(Humphrey 8). But this is usually easier said than done, as the forceful destruction of traditional
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indigenous life during the Soviet era meant the dissolution of the kinship ties that are an
elementary part of Siberian Shamanism.
For Buriat shamans in Mongolia, a new class of spirits has emerged as a result of Soviet
repression. These spirits, called uheer or ‘raised corpses,’ are believed to be deceased ancestors
who were victims of Stalin’s Great Terror (Metzo 233). The uheer are released through dreams
or seances after years of repression from socialist forces. They submit their living descendants to
relive the suffering of their ancestors by bringing misfortune upon them (Metzo 233). Such
spirits imply that there is a perceived danger in reclaiming shamanic practices, which may
persuade or dissuade individuals from becoming involved. These uheer spirits come back with a
vengeance and are angry with shamans and relatives for doing nothing to defend them or doing
nothing to honor them after their death (Riboli 46). The uheer present Mongolian Buriat shamans
with challenging questions of history, ancestry, and the future of their spiritual beliefs; however
similar spirits have not been reported among Buriats in Russia.
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Contemporary Shamanism in Tuva

A band of British musicians visited Siberia in 1997 and they encountered different
portraits of religious revival among different tribes at the time. The situation in Tuva was quite
complex, as they met a number of different individuals who described themselves as shamans
(Hutton 154). One of these was a musician who claimed that he called upon spirits while he
performed, thereby cleansing entire audiences who watched his shows. Another shaman was the
curator of the state museum in Kyzyl, the capital of Tuva. This man hoped to use his academic
expertise and secular training to support the revitalization of Shamanism. A third individual who
called himself a shaman was a Buddhist monk, who was apparently able to heal clients through
shamanic means (Hutton 154). As a middle-class member of the intelligentsia and resident of the
capital city, the museum curator is the most typical
example of a contemporary urban shaman. This
diversity of individuals,
however, illustrates that there is
not one singular type of
Siberian shaman today. Most,
like the museum curator, claim
their shamanic title through
ancestry. Others, though, find
resonance in the shamanic
worldview because of their
religious backgrounds or their life experiences.

Figure 21: A new shaman in Tuva
undergoes an initiation
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A recent sociological survey found that only 3.6 percent of the population of the Republic
of Tuva considers themselves to be adherents of Shamanism (Sundstrom 365). This statistic may
be artificially low because it may not include individuals of other faiths, such as Christianity or
Buddhism, who still seek out shamanic intervention. Some people may also be wary of calling
themselves adherents of Shamanism. They may fear upsetting ancestral spirits; they may be
embarrassed by their lack of knowledge of their ancestral past; or they may fear judgement from
outsiders. Regardless, such a small statistic is striking because it illustrates that shamans and
their clients are still an extreme minority even among a minority ethnic group. As for other
indigenous populations living in Siberia’s autonomous republics, such statistics are likely the
norm, or will be even lower, as Tuva is one of the main centers of shamanist revival.
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Popularity of Esotericism and the Romanticization of Indigenous Beliefs Beyond Siberia

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the fall of communism created a “spiritual vacuum”
in post-Soviet states, which was filled with “esoteric and alternative teachings” (Znamenski 28).
What was once outlawed by the government soon became mysterious and alluring. Shamanic
wisdom and a return to nature were seen as attractive alternatives to life amidst crumbling Soviet
Marxist modernity. Such a fervent desire for religious connection has brought about the New
Age movement, the rise of alternative spiritual practices that have arose in the 1980s and 1990s,
not just in the former-Soviet Union, but across the Western world. “New Age” is not a specific
religion, but rather a label that is often indiscriminately attached to whatever seems fit
(Hanegraaf 1). In some versions of New Age spirituality, neo-shamanism is a primary feature.
Fascination with Shamanism has existed in the West since at least the seventeenth century
(Wallis 24). In the past, they were viewed by outsiders with disdain as primitive pagans or devil
worshippers. Since the dawn of the New Age movement, however, Westerners, including
Russians, often see shamans as “inherently spiritual” and “more in touch with themselves and the
world around them” (Wallis 24). New Age neo-shamans in Russia seek to fill the spiritual void
that had been left by the loss of socialism (Metzo 216). New Age movements relate more to
operative techniques and broad concepts and do not align with the ethnographic examples of
Shamanism (Hutton 159). When indigenous communities in Siberia themselves are already so
fraught with self-doubt and identity crises, the emergence of neo-shamans, sometimes called
‘plastic medicine men’ merely floods the market with non-indigenous charlatans who wish to
make a profit using the cultural cache of Shamanism. Neo-shamans in Russia, the United States,
and elsewhere in the West often offer workshops to clients for a fee. In one instance, Buriat
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people attended a neo-shamanic workshop held by Americans in Siberia and were surprised that
the Americans intended to teach in two days the knowledge and abilities that the Buriats had
acquired over a lifetime (Hutton 161). Neo-shamanism offers a self-justifying explanation of
Shamanism as an ancient and worldwide phenomenon, willfully de-contextualizing a religion
that is inherently based on context. Erasing the importance of location and the local environment
to Shamanism erases the existence of indigenous people who created it. The idea that anyone
may become a shaman if they believe strongly enough in a core set of principles devalues the
forceful and sometimes painful initiation rituals traditionally undertaken by young Siberian
shamans. Neo-shamanism ignores the genocide and social injustice faced by actual indigenous
communities by universalizing their beliefs (Wallis 25). Contemporary Shamanism in Siberia is
emerging from a period of repression which has affected its evolution in extremely complex
ways. Neo-shamans ignore this complex evolution in favor of self-serving imitations of Siberian
traditions. The New Age movement and neo-shamanism is appealing to many because it
represents a “self-conscious counter-cultural reversal of attitudes” held by Western societies that
have traditionally valued hierarchically structured religions such as Christianity (Hutton 159).
However, instead of accepting their status (oftentimes a position of privilege) of non-Native
outsiders, neo-shamans often see themselves as victims of anti-shamanist sentiment that
pervaded the Soviet past and of anti-neo-shamanist sentiment held by many indigenous people
and allies at present. Instead of honoring indigenous cultures and acting as allies in solidarity,
neo-shamans appropriate indigenous traditions when convenient in order to enrich contemporary
Western counter-culture.
Some argue that anthropologists, instead of claiming superiority for not engaging in neoshamanic whatsoever, should analyze more closely who cultural consumers of neo-shamanism
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are and why they are attracted to Shamanism in the first place to solve their problems (Wallis
200). Indeed, not much comprehensive research has yet been done on contemporary neoShamanism, in part because of its controversiality. Yet it is hard to discuss shamanic revival
without addressing neo-shamanism. Whether one sees neo-shamanism as an appealing sideeffect of cultural revival, or a condemnable consequence of cultural imperialism, its importance
is undeniable. At its worst, neo-shamanism is a type of cultural theft and a human rights
violation. At its best, neo-shamanism provides an outlet for Westerners interested in Shamanism
to become directly involved. Either way, the New Age trend certainly muddies the waters of
authenticity for shamans and their clients in Siberia.
Since traditional shamans are meant to provide their services regardless of their clients’
ability to pay, they feel that this distinguishes authentic shamans from charlatans who charge
large fees for shamanic seances that they are not qualified to perform (Metzo 231). Sanctioning
these pretenders is a nearly impossible task. Oftentimes, shamans rely on the public to discern
authenticity on their own (Metzo 231). Shamans are meant to relieve various stresses in their
clients lives. When they charge exorbitant amounts of money that clients cannot afford, this
becomes a new cause of stress and goes against the ethical responsibility of a shamans to be
healers. Clients bring money as an offering to shamans, but this money is actually symbolic of
the social obligations and burdens that all individuals in a community must contribute to keep the
community itself healthy (Metzo 232). This indicates that humility is an essential foundation of
Shamanism. Shamans must not place themselves hierarchically above other shamans. In fact,
some shamans have claimed that it is forbidden to talk about other shamans in anything other
than a factual way (Metzo 232). This removes shamans from debates over authenticity, leaving a
naïve public to judge for themselves.
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Ethnographers as Allies

The increasing interest in alternative spiritual practices in Russia also drew more scholars
to the study of Shamanism (Znamenski 28). Both Western and Russian scholars included a
certain reverence for indigenous knowledge in their works. Based on meticulous and culturallyaware study, authors advertised the healing power of shamans and even offered readers practical
advice to incorporate Siberian wisdom into their own worldview (Znamenski 29). Contemporary
ethnographers of Siberian Shamanism must analyze the contemporary shamans they study as
they mediate between the natural and supernatural worlds and between the past and the future.
During the Soviet period, ethnographers were forced to comply with the government’s
framework that shamanic beliefs and practices were merely “artifacts of dying out traditions”
and not a living and adaptable belief system that has existed longer than most mainstream
religions (Metzo 236). Renowned Soviet anthropologist Leonid P. Potapov stated that “under
present conditions there are no remnants or survivals of Shamanism as such left in Altai”
(Sundstrom 350). According to Potapov, only pre-Soviet shamans could understand or carry out
Shamanism, and they were all gone, never to return. Soviet analyses created a preconceived
association of Shamanism with a specific time period in the distant past. Despite this, today’s
ethnographers must rely on Soviet-era and even earlier ethnographic studies because it is
essential to documenting ceremonial practices, cosmological beliefs, and healing methods that
are now being reintroduced to the public with the goal of revitalization (Metzo 236).
Contemporary shamans often seek to correct mistakes made by past and present ethnographers,
but increasingly, shamans and other indigenous peoples are earning graduate degrees in
ethnographic fields and completing their own analyses of Shamanism. Shamans and other
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members of the indigenous community provide global legitimacy and access a global platform
for their local knowledge by obtaining higher education. They may claim secular as well as
sacred sources of knowledge for their authority in defining Shamanism (Metzo 236). The
increasing number of publications from both indigenous and non-indigenous scholars has
brought wider attention to indigenous rights in Siberia. Such attention aligns with the
revitalization mission of activists to promote Shamanism as a world religion. It is important for
scholars to be aware of the burden, however, that their publications, films, and photographs are
playing such a major role in determining Shamanism’s future identity. If they are not careful,
outsiders can easily promote false ideas, and thus, further harm revitalization efforts.
Unfortunately, the rising popularity of esoteric teachings have filled the market with
works that involve little to no ethnographic research, yet make ridiculous claims, such as the
ability to “literally stop the process of aging” (Znamenski 29). Ethnographers who study
religious practices in some areas of the world have left the academy in order to write and teach
lay audiences about how to incorporate traditional indigenous healing methods into
industrialized society. These include American anthropologists Carlos Castaneda and Michael
Harner, who studied Native American healing practices, and whose fieldwork has subsequently
been condemned as inauthentic (Hutton 157). Many such works that purportedly peddle pseudoscience and New Age trends feature North American sources in conjunction with Siberian
Shamanism. Some Native American scholars have been offended by these works’ definition of
their religious practices as Shamanism. Though there are some similarities between Siberian
shamans and Native American medicine men, the misclassification and appropriation of both
groups has damaged native-led revitalization efforts. Professor of Religious Studies at the
University of California in Santa Barbara Inez M. Talamantez, who is Apache, stated that these
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former scholars “are stealing our religion by calling our medicine men shamans...Our language
does not know shamans; and that name is used only by neo-shamans; not our chanters” (Hutton
158).
‘Legitimate’ scholars, or those masquerading as legitimate scholars may cause the
greatest detriment to Native revitalization efforts. American anthropologist Marjorie Balzer
writes about her experience at a German ethnomedicine conference, where mostly Western
anthropologists were urged to bring their shaman friends to perform rituals (Balzer Shamans,
Spirituality, and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 22). This example
illustrates the increasing interest in the Western world regarding shamans and other ancient
indigenous ways of healing. However, this also brings up the question of culturally appropriate
uses of traditional practices in non-traditional settings. Shamans and other Native healers are not
entertainers, but ‘professionals’ at what they do. To what extent is this Western interest in
indigeneity helpful and to what extent is it harmful? It is no coincidence that shortly following
the publication of many works portraying Shamanism as romantic and mysterious, it was given
recognition by the Republic of Tuva alongside Orthodox Christianity and Tibetan Buddhism as
an official religion of the region (Znamenski 28). People have increasingly taken part in
‘anthropological tourism,’ but at what cost? How much do outsiders understand indigenous
spirituality rather than simply viewing it as a curiosity? Is there a way to ensure that only ‘real’
healers are leading and taking part in shamanistic ceremonies? This is a noticeable parallel to
Native American practices, which have been culturally misappropriated for centuries but remain
popular in American mythology and society. There are several examples of ‘fake’ sweat lodges
killing people or of white people profiting off of ‘fake’ Native regalia and sacred objects. This
can create a widely-held negative stereotypes about indigenous culture - the idea that sweat
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lodges or shamanistic seances are dangerous. These attitudes created problems on a Penn Statefunded trip to White Earth, Minnesota, where staff and risk management personnel tried to
prevent students from attending a traditional sweat lodge ceremony to which they had been
invited by Ojibwe tribal members. Had the group from Penn State abruptly canceled the visit,
this could have created a major rift between the Ojibwe tribe and Penn State University. How
can outsiders visit and understand indigenous spheres without having this type of negative
influence? Is this worth it or is it even possible? These are all complex questions that must be
discussed extensively, as they will determine the fate of contemporary indigenous cultures. Such
discussions must be led by indigenous people themselves. Therefore, the best way for
ethnographers to act as allies is to respect and to elevate the voices of the indigenous people with
whom they work.
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Cultural Tourism and Tourists as Allies

In Buriatia, shamans and
other indigenous advocates have a
major advantage when it comes to
protection of their spiritual and
cultural heritage. Lake Baikal and
the surrounding region has
achieved the status as a world
natural heritage site, as the largest
freshwater lake in the world. This
is an opportunity for local

Figure 22: Olkhon Island on Lake Baikal is an important
spiritual site for Buriat shamanists and is also a popular tourist
attraction

indigenous people to capitalize on
ecological and cultural tourism as a way to earn income, but also as a method for outreach
(Metzo 238). However, this trend towards tourism also creates new concerns for shamans and
environmentalists. In 2005, electricity lines were constructed for the first time on Olkhon Island,
one of the most sacred places in Buriatia (Metzo 238). This has made it possible to construct
tourism facilities on the island itself, and tourists in increasingly higher numbers take day trips to
Olkhon Island, on the western side of Lake Baikal. Olkhon Island as well as some of the other
most pristine and picturesque sites around Lake Baikal are often sites were shamans carry out
seances or hold annual rituals. An increase in tourism could bring about higher levels of
pollution and litter in these sacred sites, as well as unwanted interference from outsiders in
private indigenous ceremonies. This illustrates the need for shamanic religious organizations that
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are registered by the state. Currently, the Association of Shamans of Buriatia, under the direction
of Nadezhda seeks to protect these sacred sites around Lake Baikal, and perhaps even to
purchase some of the land. These sites are located largely on federal land, held as national parks
and monuments that cannot be externally managed. This means that it is the Russian government
who has direct oversight of Buriat shamanic holy sites. The government would also have the
most power in determining how to allocate economic resources produced by cultural tourism.
Yet the government still does not view Shamanism as an official state-sanctioned religion.
Because of the economic income produced by tourism around Lake Baikal, state registration of
shamanic organizations could potentially cause a conflict of interest for the Russian government
over rights to cultural heritage and legal protection of shamans’ places of worship.
The Republic of Tuva is at a stage in its development of tourism where outsiders are
encouraged and not yet overwhelming to local people (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality, and
Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 31). Currently, one of the most
contentious issues in Tuva is whether or not to encourage opportunities for religious tourism and
religious activity in general. This specifically applies to the perceived invasion of Christian
missionaries from western Russia and even from Western countries like the U.S., who have
begun visiting the region. Currently, however, Tuva is still underdeveloped in regards not only to
tourism but in terms of overall infrastructure, which means it is not yet a popular tourist
destination. This is also due to the fact that it is nestled geographically between mountain ranges
away from the popular tourist sights of Lake Baikal that consequently introduce tourists to
Buriatia. The primary tourist activity in Tuva involves tourists visiting from bordering region of
Mongolia. Starting in November 2014, tourists have been allowed to travel visa-free from
Mongolia to Tuva and from Tuva to Mongolia (Kupfer 11). Tourist companies on both sides of
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the border have considered offering tour packages. At minimum, the relatively new visa-free
accommodation will eliminate barriers to Tuvan-Mongolian economic cooperation (Kupfer 11).
Tourists from Mongolia will likely have a subtler impact on Tuva than would Western tourists,
as Mongolians have similar cultural ties to Shamanism and have a shared history of communist
oppression.
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Local, National, and Global Goals

Concrete efforts are being made across Siberia to revitalize Shamanism on local, national.
and global levels. There have been two noticeable trends in this revitalization movement: the
establishment of grassroots organizations, and the aspiration for global recognition as a world
religion (Metzo 223). The Russian government still holds strict control of spiritual practices of
its citizens. Passed in 1997, the Law on Freedom of Consciences and Religious Association,
gives most religious power to the Orthodox Church while completely ignoring the prevalence of
Shamanism (Metzo 233). This leaves contemporary Siberian shamans to legitimize their religion
in the eyes of the government and to professionalize the practice of Shamanism.
One way shamans are going about this is the creation of institutions that are legitimate in
the eyes of the state, which would give Shamanism regional and federal, though not legal,
recognition (Metzo 234). This work is important because it brings shamans into direct dialogue
with the state. In order for a religious organization to meet the criteria for federal recognition, it
must have at least ten adult members living in the same location, and it must be locally
recognized as a religious organization (Metzo 234). These criteria sound simple enough for the
majority of religious organizations to meet. However, Shamanism lacks the strict system of
organization that many other groups have. Shamans are not traditionally expected to comply with
governmental requirements because they are professional servants to the spirits that make up
their lineage and their location, not servants to the state.

105

In Buriatia, there are two widely- known shamanic
associations. The first is the Association of Shamans of Buriatia,
which was founded in the early 1990s by Nadezhda Stepanova.
Members of the organization are shamans from rural and urban
areas of Buriatia, and they meet in Ulan-Ude. In 1992, the
organization had premises in a former student hostel, in which
shamans had consultation rooms (Humphrey 7). On the door of
each consultation room, the name of the shaman and their specific
shamanic abilities were listed. In the 1990s, the organization saw
large numbers of clients who waited in long lines starting at 5 or 6
in the morning (Humphrey 7). By the mid-1990s, the organization

Figure 23: Nadezhda Stepanova
at a ritual conference in Buriatia in 1996

had over eighty members and saw increasing interest from the public. However, in 1996, the
organization saw changes in leadership as Nadya Stepanova stepped down as president and
quarrels over authenticity and the organization’s mission took between the shamans (Humphrey
7). Today, the organization still exists, and it allows for young shamans to seek clarification,
training, and induction rituals from older shamans who have a multi-faceted understanding of
their role and status (Metzo 234). Stepanova currently serves as an advisor to the president of
Buriatia on matters of religion. Stepanova and other urban shamans also played significant roles
in convincing the Buriat Khural (legislature) to adopt a religious law in Buriatia that officially
recognizes Shamanism as a Native religion (Metzo 234). Despite all of these credentials, the
Association of Shamans of Buriatia has not been granted the federal or regional recognition of a
religious organization. Nadezhda Stepanova herself has even become object of criticism from
some in the community who claim she has lost most or all of her power by travelling abroad and
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accepting money (Metzo 237). Even though Stepanova is known to use this money and
international interest for charitable works, she has contorted the traditional idea of what a
shaman should be according to some local people. This opinion adds another angle to the debate
on how shamans should represent themselves and what is the best way in which they can achieve
their goals of revitalization.
The Religious Organization of Shamans, founded in 2001 is the other most prominent
shamanic organization in Buriatia, and it is officially registered as a religious organization
according to the government of the Republic of Buriatia (Metzo 235). By 2005, the organization
had forty-five members, thirteen of whom were shamans. The organization carries out tailgan
ceremonies in the Ulan-Ude hippodrome, and they have purchased land on the outskirts of UlanUde with the hopes of constructing a shamanic training center (Metzo 235). Both the Religious
Organization of Shamans and the Association of Shamans of Buriatia maintain websites to
promote upcoming events and to provide access to academic writings and descriptions of
shamanic rituals (Metzo 235).
In Tuva, there are similar
shamanic organizations. By 1998, a
guild of shamans called the Association
of the Tambour (drum) was well
established in Kyzyl, the capital of the
Republic of Tuva (Hutton 154). The
Association of the Tambour was
modeled after the Association of
Shamans in Buriatia but was slightly

Figure 24: The Tengri Shamans’ Center in Ulan-Ude,
where many shamans work and perform rituals for clients
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more commercial (Humphrey 7). The guild was allegedly organized under the direction of the
Tuvan State Museum curator, who claimed to be a shaman himself. The guild had enough power
to purchase a building, which was divided into various office spaces and a waiting room for
clients. In this building, a number of practitioners, dressed in traditional shamanic clothing, work
and earn money from fees paid by clients (Hutton 154). Public notices advertised services such
as “Shaman X, cleansing demons from the home: 20,000 rubles, Shaman Y sending off the soul
of the dead” 50,000 rubles, and so forth” (Humphrey 7). Customers are called by name for oneon-one consultations, as in a ‘modern’ medical clinic. A British journalist visited the premises in
1998 and noted that these consultations took an average of about ten minutes (Hutton 154). The
journalist described these contemporary urban shamans as “a travesty of the old Shamanism,”
though a Buddhist monk who worked there was self-educated in healing and Shamanism and
apparently had impressive knowledge of herbal medicine (Hutton 154). The shamans in the
Association of the Tambour drive evil spirits away by drumming, chanting, and dancing in full
traditional costumes. Though they have been condemned as novices by some, the Association of
the Tambour has flourished and continues to operate in the same building that they occupied in
1998. Today, this shamanic center is visited more frequently as a tourist attraction than as a
legitimate healing center (Hutton 154). The Association of the Tambour in Kyzyl has received
financial support from the controversial Foundation for Shamanic Studies, an organization
established by American former-anthropologist Michael Harner. Harner left academia in favor of
neo-shamanism. In order to counter negative commentary claiming the organization’s
exploitation and misappropriation, the Foundation for Shamanic Studies provides grants to
indigenous communities for revitalizing their cultural traditions. However, these grants are given
only to communities that fit the Foundation for Shamanic Studies’ vision of what Shamanism
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should look like. The Foundation for Shamanic Studies and the Association of the Tambour in
Kyzyl have grown such a strong relationship, that the Foundation has sent teachers from the
United States to Tuva and neighboring Buriatia to instruct local indigenous people on the
Foundation’s idea of “core Shamanism” (Hutton 161).
Shamans also hope to legitimize their religious beliefs by demonstrating the global
importance of Shamanism as a world religion (Metzo 234). This brings Siberian shamans into
direct dialogue with other indigenous groups, spiritual leaders, and ethnographers from around
the world. The internet is one of the key tools that link shamans in Siberia with a global network
of scholars and other indigenous activists. The internet also serves as a means to invite the local
community to learn about and to attend public rituals. Both the internet and these public rituals
are forms of outreach that bring Shamanism onto the stage of world religions. Shamans at both
public and private events often allow members of the press and may even give interviews.
Contemporary shamans often recognize the importance of photography and film as ways of
recording rituals and ceremonies. These forms of media provide more objective information
about rituals than written descriptions ever could have in the past. Shamans often enjoy this
publicity as long as they may maintain control of what content is released (Metzo 225). Some
shamans have taken part in projects to write books or memoirs. Others have held conferences
with ethnographers and the public. Nadezhda Stepanova notes that this type of engagement with
the community and with foreigners is important because in the eyes of public opinion, the status
and authority of shamans has been damaged by the Soviet Union. She notes that, “in our world,
if you don’t have a title, people don’t accept you” (Metzo 235). Gaining global support as a
world religion is important not only for the sake of Shamanism’s future standing, but also for the
sake of identity and purpose of today’s shamans. Contemporary shamans must serve the spirits
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and heal the ailments of their communities, but regardless of how hard they try, their work must
be legitimized and supported by the local community and by the state. It was policies of the
Soviet government that so severely damaged indigenous Siberian heritage. The Soviet
government stripped shamans of not only their status, but also of their dignity, calling them
selfish charlatans. Now is the time for the government to make reparations for their harsh
treatment of Siberian shamans and to promote their programs to revitalize traditional spirituality
in indigenous communities.
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Shamanism into the Future

Some cultural anthropologists argue that it is important not to be too “romantic or
esoteric” about the recovery of Shamanism in the post-Soviet era (Balzer Shamans, Spirituality,
and Cultural Revitalization: Explorations in Siberia and Beyond 29). When considering the
future of Shamanism in Siberia, it is important to also consider the past. Shamanism is a spiritual
way of viewing and interacting with the world that has always involved rivalries between tribes,
curses placed on families, and other community-based conflicts. It would be foolish to aspire to a
return to the so-called “traditional way of life” when our ideas of tradition are often warped or
misinformed. Before extensive colonial interactions with Westerners, shamans were still
challenged to politically defend their communities while holding the tension between “changing
legacies of intertwined personal and social suffering” (Riboli 49). Such changing legacies of
suffering resulted from the interactions that historically and inevitably occurred between
different nomadic and settled peoples in Siberia.
That does not mean that the future of revivalist movement is entirely bleak. Cultural
scholars, especially those who have conducted research in the Americas, have recognized the
worldwide trend of increasing activism, self-awareness, and self-organization among indigenous
peoples. They have termed this trend “emerging indigeneities” (Riboli 48). One of the most
common themes among emerging indigeneities is the assertion that responsible and culturally
aware indigenous people should be granted stewardship and legal rights over their ancestral
homelands. This is not an opinion based only on a human rights perspective, but it validates the
connectedness between humans and their environments that all indigenous groups have in
common.
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Chapter 4 - Siberian Indigenous Rights as Part of a Global Movement

Current Status of Indigenous People in Siberia

Impressions of Siberia still exist as residues of the Soviet regime. There is a strict
classification of indigenous ethnic groups which has created the regionalization of power
structures. There still exists a degree of paternalism, as Moscow remains the top authority in the
hierarchy of Siberia’s power (Balzer The Tenacity of Ethnicity: A Siberian Saga in Global
Perspective. 4). There is also an increasingly popular view of Siberia as a sort of romanticized
“wild east” that can be commodified and marketed as the United States markets the ‘wild west’
(Balzer The Tenacity of Ethnicity: A Siberian Saga in Global Perspective. 4). This can
undoubtedly be connected to the rise in popularity of New Age spirituality in Russia. From these
conditions have sprouted political and social indigenous rights movements with the aim of
cultural survival.
Scholars have called the time period following the collapse of the USSR a cultural
renaissance. The preamble to the new constitution, adopted in 1993, begins, “We the
multinational people of the Russian Federation” (Newcity 358). This emphasis placed on
multinationalism, and thereby multiculturalism, has been celebrated as a recognition of Russia’s
immense diversity that was suppressed for much of the 20th century. In 1997, the government
completely abandoned the requirement to identify nationality (ethnicity) on internal passports
(Newcity 359). This is a practice that, in the past, led to racial and ethnic discrimination. Before,
people were forced to choose a national identity (one of the national identities of their parents)
and this was recorded on all internal passports. Now, citizenship suffices. According to census

112

officials, questions about national identity on the 2002 census prompted over 800 different
responses (Newcity 359). These were compiled into approximately 180 ethnic groups and ethnic
sub-groups, 133 of which were fewer than 50,000 members (Newcity 360). It has been argued
that after inheriting a complex federal system that institutionalized indigenous groups through
the creation of ethnic homelands, Russia has made strides in promoting the diversity and growth
of minority groups.
In the 1993 constitution, there are also two articles that pertain directly to indigenous
minorities. Article 69 states that, “the Russian Federation shall guarantee the rights of the
indigenous minority peoples according to the universally recognized principles and norms of
international law and international treaties and agreements of the Russian Federation” (Garipov
69). Article 71 states that, “the joint jurisdiction of the Russian Federation and the subjects of the
Russian Federation includes protection of traditional living habitat and traditional way of life of
small ethnic communities” (Garipov 69). Despite these promises, the Russian Federation has
refused to ratify the ILO Convention 169, a law written by the International Labor Organization
that has been widely recognized as the only binding international treaty to give indigenous
peoples rights to their environmental resources. Russia was also one of only four countries to
abstain from signing the 2007 UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. The only
international document mentioning the rights of indigenous peoples that Russia has ratified is the
Convention on Biological Diversity. However, this gives a very soft definition of indigenous
rights and vaguely defines expectations of national governments, repeatedly using language such
as “as far as possible and as appropriate,” in reference to government actions (Garipov 70).
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Yet generally in the cultural revival occurring as a result of the Soviet Union’s collapse, it
has been minorities with the most educational, economic, and political power who have made the
greatest gains. The situation during the Soviet period was bleak for underprivileged indigenous
peoples. After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the living conditions in many Northern,
Far-Eastern, and Siberian areas continued to worsen. The growth rate of indigenous populations
decreased 2.3 times between 1990 and 1998 (Diatchkova 221). Indigenous peoples have also
been identified to have higher rates of alcoholism, substance abuse, and suicide than majority
ethnic groups (Solodkaia, Loginov, and Jian 1082). Recognizing these issues, several
organizations have been founded to promote the
welfare of Russian indigenous people. The

Figure 25: The logo of the Russian Association of
Indigenous Peoples of the North (RAIPON)

principal organization advocating on behalf of Native peoples
in Russia following the USSR is the Russian
Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North, or
RAIPON, founded in 1990. RAIPON has
participated in larger international organizations
such as the United Nations and the Arctic
Council. Additionally, they convene meetings
every four years primarily focusing on issues of
human rights, environmental protection, and
preservation of traditional lifestyles (Newcity 366). One of
the largest battles undertaken by such institutions has been to reinstitute Native languages into
school curriculums.
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Culture and heritage are so inextricably tied with language that the near extinction of so
many Native Russian languages is a major threat to indigenous peoples. Currently, the 22 ethnic
settlement areas in Russia have an average of almost 2 primary schools each that teach Native
languages to children (Tarabukina 1112). Additionally, the legalization and growth of “family
nomadic schools,” has contributed greatly to young people’s interest in their mother tongues.
These schools are facilitated through a branch of the local educational association and implement
programs of primary and secondary education by family or clan members. Nomadic schools are
often formed on the basis of agreement between local educational institutions and the families of
pupils. They allow families to plan the educational process around the production cycle of
reindeer herding and other traditional practices (Tarabukina 1113). Well-known educators from
all over the country have published instructional guides, which are extensively based around
Native language education, for those interested in establishing family nomadic schools. One of
the largest obstacles still remaining is lack of financial resources. Educators, scholars, and even
the media have asserted that “problems related to the status and development of indigenous
languages in Russia lies within the legal sphere” (Zmyalova 152). Russian law currently
prescribes status and protection as well as financial investment to groups defined as, “коренные
малочисленные народы,” or “indigenous small-numbered peoples,” however this leaves out a
large sector of the population who are simply seen as “indigenous peoples” (Newcity 369).
These groups must number fewer than fifty thousand individuals and maintain traditional ways
of life. However, the Komi, Buriat, and Yakut groups, for example, do indeed maintain
traditional values, while numbering more than fifty thousand individuals. Such a narrow
definition of indigenous people in the eyes of the Russian government is intentionally
discriminatory. It is not advantageous for indigenous groups to increase in number. For groups
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such as the Buriats and Yakuts, who each numbered around 420,000 individuals by the end of
the Soviet era, fewer rights were granted than to the smaller ethnic groups, who altogether
numbered only 185,000 at this time (Sundstrom 355). The power that groups may gain with size
leads to a loss of legal rights granted by the Russian government, so there is actually an incentive
for indigenous peoples to remain ‘small-numbered.’ Such a policy allows the government to
keep the power of indigenous groups in check, and ultimately enforces the Soviet-era policy of
assimilation to the dominant Russian majority. This leads to an odd contradiction. Despite the
new emphasis on traditional minority languages, less than half of indigenous children are
learning their Native languages (Diatchkova 221). Schools that teach in primarily Native
languages have statistically less funding, and all national exams are required to be taken in
Russian.
There is clearly a lot still to be done when it comes to reviving languages and cultural
practices in indigenous communities of the Northern, Far-Eastern, and Siberian regions of
Russia. Similar to the conditions under the Soviet regime, it is the government that often
interferes with indigenous rights. But today, the government is also one of the biggest allies.
Passing policies such as the legalization of family nomadic schools and the permission of
national self-identity have been major steps. The establishment of the Russian Association of
Indigenous Peoples of the North (RAIPON) and the widespread international recognition it has
received is another great example of the increasing interest in Siberian indigenous peoples
among non-indigenous majority cultures. In the battle for indigenous human rights, people all
across Russia must actively continue to work towards the disappearance of ethnically-based
discrimination and political systems that suppress minorities.
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Indigenous Rights Movements Worldwide

Among some indigenous rights activists in the United States, the often-used term
“revival” is seen as offensive. It is not the suggestion of recreation of ‘dead’ cultural practices
that is important, but the “ongoing vitality” of living cultural practices and people that is the key
to understanding traditional ways of life (Balzer The Tenacity of Ethnicity: A Siberian Saga in
Global Perspective. 3). Revitalization movements among indigenous groups usually involve
compelling goals toward internal social reform in response to external oppression (Balzer
"Healing Failed Faith? Contemporary Siberian Shamanism." 134). Previously, scholars have
theorized that such movements are the result of a range of factors: material desires, charismatic
leadership, poverty, deprivation, and psychological depression (Balzer "Healing Failed Faith?
Contemporary Siberian Shamanism." 135). Such theories have failed to account for the
expanding individual and group potential growth of indigenous people worldwide. Because
indigenous religious movements are often tied with nationalism, it is common for outsiders to
view cultural revitalization with skepticism or even fear. It is important to hold the tensions
between theorized visions of cultural revitalization and the actual social appeal of such
movements. Cultural revitalization as it applies to Shamanism is desirable to many indigenous
Siberian people and their allies, but it is also fraught with complex dichotomies, and is even
frightening to some indigenous peoples.
Contrastingly, many Native American activists would describe similar ongoing cultural
processes not as revitalization, but as vitalization (Balzer "Healing Failed Faith? Contemporary
Siberian Shamanism." 144). In Siberia, the period of oppression when, shamans were driven
underground means that the recent growth of post-Soviet Siberian Shamanism is not a natural
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process. For Native American cultural movements, many activists see the reemergence of
traditional practices as a natural progression stemming from the past and moving into the future,
whereas for Siberian shamans, the recent growth follows a recent period of such strict
suppression, that cultural traditions emerge almost from nothing.
Indigenous rights movements have been gaining momentum worldwide. From the tundra
of Siberia to the Amazon rainforest in Brazil to the Himalayan mountains of Nepal, indigenous
peoples have been reclaiming their identities. As well as revitalizing cultural practices, they are
demanding more rights and recognition from the majority cultures they live amongst. One
contemporary example is the Dakota Access Pipeline protests in North Dakota in 2016-2017.
The Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) was a project led by the Army Corps of Engineers.
It involved the construction of a 1,200-mile pipeline across four states, crossing the Missouri
River to transport crude oil from Canada to the United States (BBC News 2017). The DAPL was
cited numerous times as an example of environmental racism – as it had been originally
proposed for suburban areas near Bismarck, ND, but was later re-routed due to environmental
concerns from local
citizens. The pipeline was
then meant to be built in
close proximity to the
Standing Rock
Reservation, home to the
Oglala Lakota. Some
Figure 26: At its peak, the camp of water protectors along the route
of the DAPL was home to 10,000 people

members of the Lakota
tribe claimed that land
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slated for the pipeline included sacred sites and burial grounds of the Lakota people. Concerns
were also raised about potential damage to ecosystems, health issues resulting from
contaminations, and the safety of indigenous women who have historically been victimized by
transient industry workers (Bunten 2017). Controversy over the DAPL garnered national and
international media attention and the establishment of camps of protesters, who called
themselves water protectors, along the proposed route of the pipeline. At its peak, an estimated
10,000 people were present at the campsite demonstrations. There were also demonstrations held
in major American cities, some of which included celebrity appearances (BBC News 2017).
These demonstrations were attended by not only Lakota people, but indigenous and nonindigenous allies from around the world. Dallas Goldtooth of the Indigenous Environmental
Network discussed the importance of the “No DAPL” movement, saying that “this is a critical
moment we find ourselves on this planet, not just in the sense for addressing climate change, but
also a sense for social justice, a sense of just overall justice for all species. Indigenous Peoples
tend to be, and rightfully are, on the frontline of those fights and those struggles. And that's
encapsulated by this idea of us rising together" (Bunten 2017). The “No DAPL” movement
embodied the idea of emerging indigeneities
and proved the collective power of indigenous
people. This wave of indigenous activism has
earned an international spotlight, which will
likely be essential to the success of other
indigenous rights movements in the future.
Figure 27: The No DAPL movement is one of the most notable
instances of indigenous activism in modern history
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Why are Indigenous Rights Important?

Concentrations of indigenous populations vary by global region; however, there are
approximately 400 million indigenous people worldwide, according to the United Nations.
Today, it is estimated that there are over five thousand distinct tribes in over ninety different
countries (First Peoples Worldwide 2015). These groups represent over four thousand different
endangered or threatened languages (Cobo 2010). Indigenous people only make up about 6% of
the world’s total population, however they represent about 90% of the world’s cultural diversity
(First Peoples Worldwide 2015). Cultural diversity is extremely important to the well-being of
all peoples. Indigenous peoples have developed different ways of life over many centuries. They
are largely self-sufficient and extraordinarily diverse. Still, many people in developed countries
see these groups as backward or primitive simply because they are indigenous.
More than just cultural diversity, indigenous people have a major role to play in
preserving the biodiversity of the planet. Because their spiritual practices are inherently
connected to natural locations, the state of the environment is at the forefront of their concerns.
Contemporary society has already benefited greatly from indigenous stewardship of the
environment. In fact, over three fifths of the world’s produce was originally bred and cultivated
by indigenous groups. Of the over 130 clinically proven prescription drugs derived directly from
plants, over 70% of them were discovered in the medical community by observing traditional
medicinal practices (First Peoples Worldwide 2015). Because of their different attitudes toward
the natural world, contemporary indigenous groups have been known to be much more
sustainable and resilient than other societies. Indigenous communities occupy an estimated 20%
of Earth’s land surface, but they harbor about 80% of the remaining biodiversity. Of the nearly 2
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million species known on Earth, the vast majority thrive under indigenous stewardship (First
Peoples Worldwide 2015).
The diversity in the natural environment is key to the resilience of a society. By
limiting consumption and cultivating a diverse array of plants and animals, indigenous groups
strengthen resilience. By not relying on limited types of resources that may be harmed by shifts
in climate or other phenomena, indigenous people have survived thousands of years of change.
In 1996, the World Wildlife Fund recognized the impressive wealth of ecological knowledge
held by indigenous peoples. The organization undertook the commitment to recognize the rights
of indigenous people because of the enormous contributions made by indigenous peoples
towards “the maintenance of the world’s most fragile ecosystems” (World Wildlife Fund).
Environmental health, indigenous rights, and business interests are all inextricably
connected in contemporary Siberia. The tensions between business interest and human rights is
in the international spotlight now more than ever. In 2011, the United Nations established a
working group to discuss solutions to issues of human rights, transnational corporations, and
other business ventures (Garipov 1). At the center of many of these issues is the interaction
between mining companies and indigenous groups. In Russia, differing cultural views of natural
resource management have caused conflict between Siberian indigenous people and extractive
corporations. Only about 8 percent of the Russian population lives in regions of traditional
indigenous minority peoples. However, these regions hold 97 percent of Russia’s natural gas, 80
percent of Russia’s oil, and 100 percent of Russia’s diamonds (Garipov 1). This wealth of natural
resources has caused a boom in mining in the ancestral homelands of Russia’s indigenous
people, particularly as the expanse of capitalism has allowed individuals in charge to climb to the
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top of the economic ladder. This means the possibility of peaceful coexistence between local
indigenous communities and large-scale mining corporations is of the utmost urgency. However,
the extractive industry has released pollution into the air and water, causing environmental
degradation and also
cutting off indigenous
people from adequate
resources they need to
sustain their livelihoods.
Extraction companies
have explicitly
disregarded the principle
of informed consent
Figure 28: Mir diamond mine in Yakutia, Siberia

before conducting
industrial activities on indigenous land, and authorities have not sought to enforce proper
regulations and punishments. In almost all cases, the local indigenous people receive no portion
of the profits made by companies that extract resources from their land, even if environmental
degradation is a direct result of the companies’ activities (Garipov 2). Profit that does enter the
hands of Siberian people is often the object of high-level corruption. Large mining companies
have been known to use large sums of money to bribe regional representatives and even
representatives of local indigenous non-governmental organizations to allow detrimental
extraction (Garipov 75).
According to legal experts, such as Professor Vladimir Kryazhkov, Russian legislation is
extremely inadequate in defining a sphere of relations between mining companies and
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indigenous people in Siberia (Garipov 73). Improved mechanisms for such relations would
include the requirement of ecological and ethnological expert examinations before extractions.
Indigenous people, with the greatest wealth of local knowledge and the greatest degree of local
dependence on the environment, should be able to veto extractions. It is also essential to
establish official borders of the homelands of indigenous minority groups, instead of the
somewhat arbitrary borders assigned to the few indigenous autonomous regions that currently
exist. Unfortunately, this would not be in the best interest of the Russian government because the
greatest wealth of profitable natural resources would be located beyond those borders. Giving
such legal power to indigenous minority groups would threaten centralized Russian authority,
just as the decentralization of the fifteen Soviet Republics ultimately led to the creation of fifteen
separate countries. So, it is unlikely that power for indigenous people in Siberia will be granted
from above. Instead, it must come from within; locally-led grassroots activism and the
revitalization of traditional lifestyle, including Shamanism, will bring power to the people of
Siberia.
More than just inhabitants of areas with crucial natural resources, indigenous peoples in
Siberia and beyond are protectors of unique languages, knowledge systems, and beliefs. They
have unique knowledge systems and ways of viewing the world that are specific to their
locations, histories, and personal experiences. For centuries, indigenous people have been
disrespected, dismissed, oppressed, and murdered. Now, they are fighting for the revitalization of
their cultures, the health of the planet, and their basic human rights. After all, indigenous rights
should be respected because they are human rights.
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State’s campus and complete additional hours of outreach activities including networking with
prospective students via phone, hosting students during class, and meeting with other tour organizations
Mount Spirit Nepal
Kathmandu, Nepal
Program Partner
▪ Worked closely with the staff of this Sherpa-run NGO, as well as with Nepali students and residents of
Gatlang Village completing ethnographic research to create a project proposal and to secure funding
for the reconstruction of a community center that was destroyed in the April 2015 earthquake

July 2015-August 2015
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COMMUNITY SERVICE AND INVOLVEMENT
Volunteers in Public Schools

State College, PA

ESL Tutor

January 2017-Present

▪ Volunteers with the State College Area School District to help elementary students from a variety of
backgrounds to improve their English language skills and to be empowered in the classroom
Abba Java and Wesley Foundation

State College, PA

Event-planning Intern

August 2017-Present

▪ Coordinates events for the Abba Java Coffeehouse that introduce and welcome international students into
the community
▪ Performs weekly service hours at the Coffeehouse, a non-profit organization that seeks to provide a
welcoming home for college students and the community
All Hands Volunteers
Thulopakhar, Nepal
Construction Volunteer

May 2017

▪ Lived and worked in a remote village to help rebuild two schools that had been destroyed by the 2015
earthquake in Nepal
A-7 Independent THON Organization
Donor and Alumni Relations Chair

University Park, PA
May 2015-May 2017

▪ Contacted small business owners and secured corporate donors for the special interest organization, A-7,
which participates in the Penn State Dance Marathon to find a cure for pediatric cancer
UNESCO Youth as Researchers Program
University Park, PA
Youth Researcher

September 2017-December 2017

▪ Works in a small team of students to find information and collect data relating to students’ physical
expressions of culture and how this relates to xenophobia and other political issues on a global scale
AWARDS AND ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT
Foreign Language and Area Studies Fellowship
Summer 2017 Fellow
▪ Department of Education Fellowship that funds intensive coursework in critical languages
Foreign Language and Area Studies Fellowship
Summer 2016 Fellow

Astana, Kazakhstan
June 2017 – August 2017
St. Petersburg, Russia
June 2016 – August 2016

▪ Department of Education Fellowship that funds intensive coursework in critical languages
IK: Other Ways of Knowing
Online Journal Contributor

December 2016

▪ Field report regarding disaster relief work in Nepal was editor-reviewed and published in the winter
2016 edition of the Indigenous Knowledge journal
Phi Beta Kappa Honor Society | Dobro Slovo National Slavic Honor Society
Thompson Germanic and Slavic Language Scholarship

2017

Vaughan Russian Study Scholarship

2017
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Simpson-Marcher-Peterson Liberal Arts Scholarship

2017

