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The motions akin to the divine part in us are the thoughts and revolutions of the universe; 
these, therefore, every man should follow, and correcting those circuits in the head that 
were deranged at birth, by learning to know the harmonies and revolutions of the world, 
he should bring the intelligent part, according to its pristine nature, into the likeness of 
that which intelligence discerns, and thereby win the fulfillment of the best in life set by 
the gods. 
—Plato, Timaeus 90c–d 

 
In his essay, “The Symbol Without Meaning,” Joseph Campbell traces the succession of 
cosmology from the nomadic Paleolithic, through the Neolithic city-state and into the 
present. With the division of labor and social stratification originating with agriculture 
roughly 10,000 BP, a concomitant spiritual reconfiguration emphasizing patriarchal 
theism became serialized down through the quasi-divinitized despot, the anointed priestly 
caste, and the pater familias. The Platonic conception of a divine order governing both 
the heavenly spheres and the affairs of man had been possible by establishing 
homological consistency between physics/astrology and political stability. The celestial 
image thus affirmed “man’s destiny as an organ participating in the organism of the 
universe.” 1  Since Enlightenment humanism, however, a shift in this cosmological 
projection has struggled to assert itself, and today, as Carl Jung has theorized, “the well-
protected dweller in the mandala, does not seem to be a god, in as much as the symbols 
used, stars for instance, crosses, globes, and so on, do not mean a god, but rather an 
apparently most important part of the human personality […] It is evident that in the 
modern mandala, man—the complete man—has replaced the deity.”2 Nowhere is the 
centrality of the individual celebrated more spectacularly than in the neoliberal present, 
																																																								
1 Joseph Campbell, “The Symbol Without Meaning,” in The Flight of the Wild Gander: Explorations in the 
Mythological Dimension (Chicago: Regnery, 1969), 154. 
2 Quoted in Ibid., 156. 
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where the individual’s enlightened, self-constructing capacity is championed 
ubiquitously, while a still more tacit “law of nature,” or “harmony of the world”—the 
quasi-Darwinian variety—holds authority as the modus operandi of capitalism and 
politics. Platonic thought posited the microcosm of the individual as a singular 
instantiation of the universal macrocosm. Today’s “control society,” however, may be 
conceived of as a “mesocosm” disseminating a still more expansive technocratic 
worldview (mythology)—and among its many presuppositions, posits finance as an 
immanent epiphenomenon (animism) while it glorifies struggle, heroic individualism, and 
resilience (and in deference to a star-list [pantheon] of celebrities and political actors who 
have somehow “made it” [apotheosis])—which not only provides us archetypal qualities 
to aspire towards and the logic by which to abide, but it even offers a numinous trace, 
conscripted by ideology, of a kind of transcendental promise towards which aspirations 
and desires are oriented. Ultimately, however, the meaning offered by this “mesocosm” 
can only reiterate and perpetuate those promises of self-mastery and happiness attainable 
through domesticity, consumerism, and labor. While a solipsistic faith in the individual 
certainly occupies the center of our mandala today, we remain unwilling to confront the 
symbolic fictions, extrinsically derived, that endow our subjective lives with meaning. 

In recognition of this hegemonic grasp of media-disseminated “myth,” and 
following critiques of biological determinism undertaken by post-structural and social 
constructivist thought, there would appear to be a presently unfurling shift within the 
humanities whereby the codifiable and ideological contingencies of desirous and 
desirable ontologies —once valued as our most inherent, personal and privated corners of 
selfhood—will rather come to be understood in terms of affect, discursive production, 
and what Epstein calls the “collectivization of subjectivity.”3 This is to say that discourse, 
as Foucault has shown, endorses the categories through which we experience ourselves 
and the world, and, at the level of the body, legitimates and encourages certain affective 
attachments and expressions of gender and sexual attraction at the expense of others. If it 
is the case, as David Halperin declares, that “the homosexual and the heterosexual […] 
do not represent merely new ways of classifying persons—that is, innovations in moral or 
juridical language—but new types of desire, new kinds of desiring human beings,”4 then 
how might queer theory and anthropology interrogate the mythic/discursive production of 

																																																								
3 Quoted in David M. Halperin, One Hundred Years of Homosexuality: And Other Essays on Greek Love 
(New York: Routledge, 1990), 43. 
4 Ibid. 
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subjectivity without relying on a fatalistic and reductionist logic of inescapably 
internalized representations? The present work explores the viability of Siberian 
shamanism as a historical model of life lived outside of and in between societally-
prescribed identity categories, as well as these shamans’ potential, exemplified by their 
spiritual journeys, to engage with realms foreign to others while bringing forth 
conceptual insights and innovatory vocabularies. Is it possible to locate some kind of 
understanding common to both shamanism and queerness that enables the perception and 
manipulation of the ideals constellated by (broadly defined, Barthesian) “mythology”? 

Uniquely positioned outside of and apart from their communities by the “intensity 
of their own religious experience,”5 Mircea Eliade describes shamans as operating in a 
kind of perpetual, social, and cognitive liminality; a detachment effectuated by 
intentional consciousness alteration and social deviancy through a variety of so-called 
“archaic techniques of ecstasy,” including those involving ethnopharmacology, sexual 
nonconformity, physical ordeals, and linguistic contrariness. Spinoza’s proposition that 
“no one knows how or by what means the mind moves the body, nor how many various 
degrees of motion it can impart to the body”6 is certainly supported by the wide range of 
phenomena—such as tertiary and quaternary gender categories, cataleptic trance, 
glossolalia, and bodily modification—prevalent throughout Indigenous societies world-
round. For millennia such affects, identity markers, and states of dissociation have 
constituted common cultural milieus, archaic and tribal “structures of feeling.” This is to 
say that these were to some extent constitutive of the mythological and ritual literacy of 
these cultures, whereby sexual union with the otherwordly, possessions, exorcisms, and 
shape-shifting transformations become manifest: that is, lived in and experienced. As has 
been widely acknowledged in ethnography, diverse models of same-sex relations and 
intergenderedness are privileged factors within the sexual “praxis” of many Indigenous 
societies throughout the world,7 and conditions for spiritual vocation often involve a kind 
of receptivity symbolized by penetration or of being thwarted and/or possessed by spirits: 
all facets which have not failed to attract discourses of perversity and degeneracy from 
ethnographers. For nomadic societies in Siberia, however, androgyny or sexual difference 
																																																								
5 Mircea Eliade, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, trans. Willard R. Trask (New York: Bollingen 
Foundation, 1964), 8. 
6 Baruch Spinoza, Ethics, trans. R. H. M. Elwes (Philadelphia: R.P. Pryne, 2017), 64. 
7 Robert A. Schmidt, “Shamans and Northern Cosmology: The Direct Historical Approach to Mesolithic 
Sexuality,” in Archaeologies of Sexuality, ed. Robert A. Schmidt and Barbara L. Voss (London: Routledge, 
2000), 221. 
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often only bolsters and legitimates a shaman’s perceived power and perspicacity. We will 
see among the Chukchi, for example, those male shamans who undergo an ostensible 
change of gender and take two husbands—both a human as well as a spirit-personage—
represent the most influential individuals in their communities.8 Clearly, and in taking 
this practice as a point of departure, Indigenous models of kinship, gender, and sexuality 
resist translation onto a Freudian schematic, nor fit comfortably within the biological 
determinants that Western science often takes for granted. Surely, the cultural 
parochialism of our own binaristic categories of gender and sexuality is made untenably 
conspicuous when gauged alongside the diverse norms, roles, identity-markers, and 
orientations of peoples of other places and times. 

But it would be a mistake to fall back on a merely social constructivist argument 
that would have the norms of a culture as determining the limits of the body by imposing 
“correct” means of sexual expressivity. Norms function centrally within Lévi-Straussian 
structuralism, but only towards interpretations that point back to an idealized analogy 
between psychic and social organization: and this, always from within a Eurocentric 
observer’s bias which presupposes “natural” expressions of sexuality and isolates so-
called deviance only to explain away its presence as owing to some resource-based or 
economic contingency. An intervention may rather more confidently follow the ontology 
of desire proposed by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, who set forth the possibility of 
bodies to remain mutable through ceaseless becomings and negotiations, and through 
whose work “demonic,” “monstrous,” or otherwise “queer” frameworks of desire may be 
interpreted as only somewhat more lurid or unwieldy affects within myriad possible 
expressions of sex, intimacy, and sensuality. The negotiation between individual affects 
and regulatory norms finds a compelling point of mediation in the altered states of 
consciousness and social eminence of Siberian shamans. 

In Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy (1964), Mircea Eliade argues that 
although shamans are interpolated within a specific legacy of “general religious 
experience” (such as land-based, historical rituals, popular myths, and cosmological 
precepts), the scope of which extends beyond the authority of shamanic practice, a 
shaman’s role nonetheless exercises “a powerful influence on the stratification of 
religious ideology”9 and, significantly, that “we frequently find the shamanic (that is, 

																																																								
8 Waldemar Bogoras, The Chukchee (New York: Memoirs of the American Museum of Natural History, 
vol. 11, 1909), 453. 
9 Eliade, Shamanism, 7. 
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ecstatic) experience attempting to express itself through an ideology that is not always 
favorable to it.”10 So once we establish the symbolic contingencies and definitional 
nexuses of what gender and sexuality ought to be within a society, the critical question 
then becomes the extent to which aberrant, “counter-cultural,” or otherwise “queer” 
individuals can actually be in friction with these prescriptions of possibility—if they 
really do introduce novel, lived experiences and symbolic systems for interpreting the 
self and world—or, if even in their apparent rebelliousness within and against their own 
culture, they are still acting within the matrices of a larger regulatory regime. At the same 
time, Eliade’s work—one stitched together from the imperialist archive of early 
anthropology—propounds a kind of ideal of “The Shaman,” and it must be stressed that 
this is a virtual construct that moreover omits colonial violence by relegating Indigenous 
spirituality to an idyllic past. Indeed, the term “shaman” is often uncritically deployed in 
anthropological work, homogenizing distinctive cultural positions as well as belief and 
kinship systems throughout Indigenous contexts. So while I am compelled by these 
archetypal figures, who, according to ethnobotanist and New Age philosopher Terence 
McKenna, see “with eyes outside of culture,” this promise undoubtedly functions as a 
kind of placeholder—what Michel-Rolph Trouillot calls the “savage slot”—idealizing a 
utopic savage, and pining to reclaim a lost unity with nature that removes the shaman 
(a.k.a. the “medicine-man” or “witch doctor”) from their broader socio-religious and 
place-based context. For these reasons, it is perhaps appropriate to highlight the Siberian 
region in particular, as it is the kind of originary context from where the word “shaman” 
was originally derived: from the Tungusic, šaman. 11 Indeed, though a blurring of 
distinctions between unique cultures will inevitably result from this regional grouping, 
there remains only a limited number of documents from the earliest ethnologists who had 
exercised their field work prior to the widespread conscription of these tribes-peoples into 
Soviet and Chinese production schemes and land reforms. Additionally, the work of 
Soviet archaeologists, in virtue of “ethically-socialist heterosexuality,” as Buchli argues, 
did much to obfuscate and interpolate variegated sex, gender, and kinship models 
throughout the as-of-yet unassimilated tundra into a revolutionary revisionist model of 
																																																								
10 Ibid., 8. 
11 This work is informed by the geography of shamanic tribalism proposed by Zvelebil (1993), and 
corroborated by Schmidt (2000), which delineates a circum-boreal contiguity of ritual, myth, and material 
culture from the Mesolithic to modernity. Owing to intemperate climate, the concomitant diffusion of the 
languages and settled agricultural models of the Yangtze River Delta were slow to make incursions into the 
Arctic hinterlands, keeping these societies relatively removed from their effects.  
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Russian historicity.12 Shamanism itself came under direct attack during the religious 
persecutions of the 1920s, and those shamans who expressed sexual or gendered 
“deviance” were suppressed all the more severely.13 In the case of Bogoras’ ethnography 
of the Siberian Chukchi (1909), which will be referred to frequently here, a colonial-
mercantilist transition had already been underway, and significantly, was accompanied by 
a decrease in the shamanic function’s persuasion and putative authenticity. So even in 
this early ethnography, there is already the idyllic memory of a prior time of shamanic 
excellence which will be further buried under Soviet collectivization and violence. In 
relying on these sources, we are therefore limited to a shamanic concept that is already 
virtual, and one moreover enumerated by Western ethnographers with typical 
Christianizing biases and incongruous pretensions to authority and objectivity. 
Highlighting the tensions between the idealized archetype of The Shaman and a particular 
case study may yet prove useful in the project of exposing, in Trouillot’s words, “the 
savage slot and the symbolic order upon which it is premised.”14 Furthermore, and akin to 
the appropriation of Indigenous sexual variance by queer settlers, this project argues that 
the Shamanic Ideal gains particular traction in the neoliberal present, whereby a 
generalized shamanism is revered as an archetypal precursor to today’s championed 
individualism. 

In order to examine the potential promise of shamans to break from culturally-
conditioned norms and identities, we can look more closely at the Chukchi of North-
Eastern Siberia, for whom the range of gendered and sexual variability is quite broad, yet 
exists pre-eminently in relation to its shamans. The most authoritative shamanic figures 
were men and women who, in the words of early 20th-century ethnographer Waldemar 
Bogoras, had “transformed” and adopted physical characteristics and behaviorisms of the 
opposite sex.15 Bogoras explains that the veritable “soft man” (yirka'-la'ul)—a shaman 
who had forfeited his masculine identity—quote “seeks to win the good graces of men, 
and succeeds easily with the aid of ‘spirits.’ Thus he has all the young men he could wish 

																																																								
12 Victor Buchli, “Constructing Utopian Sexualities: The Archaeology and Architecture of the Early Soviet 
State,” in Archaeologies of Sexuality, ed. Robert A. Schmidt and Barbara L. Voss (London: Routledge, 
2000), 238. 
13 Marjorie Mandelstam Balzer, “Sacred Genders in Siberia: Shamans, Bear Festivals and Androgyny,” in 
Gender Reversals and Gender Cultures, ed. Sabrina Petra Ramet (London: Routledge, 1996), 175. 
14 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Global Transformations: Anthropology and the Modern World (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 23. 
15 Bogoras, The Chukchee, 453. 
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for striving to obtain his favor. From these he chooses his lover, and after a time takes a 
husband. The marriage is performed with the usual rites, and I must say that it forms a 
quite solid union, which often lasts till the death of one of the parties.”16 
 

 
Fig. 1   Transformed Shamans (Photo: Bogoras, The Chukchee, 181.) 

 
The most powerful shamans by this account are transformed men who have so 
thoroughly adopted the characteristics of femininity that it is believed they can give birth 
to spirits. Those women, too, who opt to become “similar to a man” (qa'cikicheca), enter 
a socially condoned marriage with a young girl. The unions of shamans—transformed or 
otherwise—are further accompanied by a marriage to a spiritual entity (ke'le) that can 
direct and command the household vicariously through the vessel of the shaman. Bogoras 
offers an elaborated account of a union between three so-called “male” beings: “The 
ke'le-husband is very sensitive to even the slightest mockery of his transformed wife, 
because he knows that the ‘soft man’ feels exceedingly ‘bashful,’ and also because he is 
doubtless conscious that the position of the latter is ridiculed on account of his obedience 
to his own orders.”17 The currents of prescripted gendered and sexual identity, power and 
standing within the tribal community and household, as well as individualized desire and 
performance all converge in this complex nexus of theater, belief, and kinship. Social 
																																																								
16 Ibid., 451. 
17 Ibid., 452. 
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mores and qualifications flow through these shamanic positions, and the assumption of a 
“transformed” position appears particularly at friction with social permissiveness, as 
Bogoras notes the gossip that ensues when a shaman undertakes a transformation.18 The 
curiosity surrounding them is apparently shadowed by the fear of their power: “jests are 
of course interchanged only in whispers, because the people are extremely afraid of the 
transformed, much more so than of ordinary shamans.”19 

Despite the intricacies at work here, it is typical of even contemporary 
anthropologists to explain the power and “purpose” of transformed shamans as owing to 
their symbolic embodiment of androgynous creator deities, or to the sheer apparent force 
of their sexual expressivity. Drawing from what is called a “sexual archaeological” 
perspective, Schmidt (2000) states of Siberian shamanism, “that these socially validated 
and recognized sexual relations both reified and enacted the sexualized cosmology which, 
I have argued, comprised part of the ideological heart of these societies.”20 But to 
describe a cosmology as “sexualized” is problematic: how does one evaluate relative 
levels of sexuality in myth and society? (Are we to assume that more blatant depictions 
of sex within a given mythology engender greater sexual expressivity and “openness” 
among its people?) I would argue that although “transformed” shamans may draw on the 
tropes of an intersex cosmogony in a ritual context, this cannot explain the inclination of 
individuals to take on this transformed position in the first place, especially in light of the 
fact that many potential shamanic initiates “feared and resisted the call,” and according to 
Bogoras (whose reliability must be weighed against his moralizing biases), those youth 
who were obliged to heed the call to transformation would occasionally attempt suicide.21 
Rather, the call to transformation typically follows a period of isolation, hardship, or 
debilitating illness, manifested in a voice or by the guidance of spirits. 22 
“Transformation,” like shamanism itself, is thus a vocation that is enacted. And, 
importantly, transformed shamans—despite the retention of phenotypic traits (e.g., facial 
hair)—are viewed in their communities as actually being the gender they come to 
assume.23 Perhaps a mythology expressing fluidity of gendered identity is reflected in the 
lives of individuals, but the danger arises when these representations are mistaken for 
																																																								
18 Ibid., 451. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Schmidt, “Shamans and Northern Cosmology,” 229. 
21 Bogoras, The Chukchee, 450. 
22 Ibid., 450–51. 
23 Ibid., 451. 
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ineluctable, prescripted roles. And as it cannot be assumed that gender categories are as 
inflexible for Indigenous Siberian peoples as they are in the West, theories of gender 
normalization within Western contexts, such that Foucault and Butler have enumerated, 
cannot be translated onto the tribal imaginary. Power, knowledge, and their 
subjectivization do not proceed in the same ways in Indigenous contexts, and 
anthropological rhetoric about sexual norms is often uncomfortably reminiscent of pre-
Victorian, imperialist writings describing Native groups as “enslaved to custom.” 

Other accounts of the Siberian shamanic context rely on essentialist and 
Eurocentric assumptions about gender and sexuality, committing themselves to a project 
of somehow rationalizing or justifying the presence of these affects. Mandelstam Balzer’s 
recent analysis of Chukchi ethnographies states that one’s motives for being initiated as a 
shaman “included relief from, and control of, seemingly psychotic episodes, as well as 
resolution or balancing of personal gender ambiguity:” she describes this as “taking a 
disadvantage and turning it into a strength.”24 Although this kind of “madness-” and 
“transgender-friendly” model is widely cited as one of shamanism’s central “functions” 
in many tribal communities and is certainly attractive for its inclusivity, the problem with 
Balzer’s optimism here lies in her assumptions about the innateness of gender categories 
and their concreteness in these societies. Indeed, anthropology too often assumes a 
Western, genitalized understanding of gender and sexual orientation and when confronted 
with new models of transvestitism and intersexed identities merely appends a three-
gender triadic, rather than binaristic, classificatory divide.25 Supporting Rosalind Morris’ 
claim that “thirdness and transgendering may be better understood as forms of identity 
that are embedded within other sets of gendered relations in a variety of ways and in a 
range of temporalities,”26 the transformed Chukchi shaman’s selective deployment of 
their spirit husband/wife, or of being possessed by and overcome by their familiar in 
certain moments, or (for transformed males) of embracing maternal gestures and desires 
certainly suggests a degree of individualized desire, yet still operating within and 
interwoven with highly differentiated contexts of relative permissibility, performance, 
ritualized status, and kinship-oriented norms.  

																																																								
24 Emphasis added. Mandelstam Balzer, “Sacred Genders in Siberia,” 167–68. 
25 Rosalind C. Morris, “All Made Up: Performance Theory and the New Anthropology of Sex and Gender,” 
Annual Review of Anthropology 24, no. 1 (1995): 580–81, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.an.24.100195.003031. 
26 Ibid., 581. 
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Therefore, to explicate the “call” to shamanism via innate predilections—sexual 
and psychic “orientations”—remains problematic for its reliance on Western taxonomies 
of psychopathology, gender, and sexuality. Furthermore, if we are to believe—as 
Mandelstam Balzer even gives credence to later—in that shamanic promise to 
“manipulate, bridge, and change cultural boundaries and symbols,”27 then we cannot 
reduce shamanic inclination as a means to merely effectuate socially-salient offices of 
power. The shamans’ stature, relative autonomy, and as we will see, habitualized 
dissociation from normative sociality and consciousness seem to suggest a series of 
operations within and among cultural boundaries but certainly pushing up at the edges of 
them if not rewriting and reimagining them entirely.  

Consider the following example of a widow who, with three children, had in middle 
age decided to become a transformed shaman:  
 

She cut her hair, donned the dress of a male, adopted the pronunciation of men, and even 
learned in a very short time to handle the spear and to shoot with a rifle. At last she 
wanted to marry, and easily found a quite young girl who consented to become her wife. 
The transformed one provided herself with a gastrocnemius from the leg of a reindeer, 
fastened to a broad leather belt, and used it in the way of masculine private parts. I have 
said before that the gastrocnemius of a reindeer is used by Chukchee women for the well-
known unnatural vice. After some time the transformed husband, desiring to have 
children by her young wife, entered into a bond of mutual marriage with a young 
neighbor, and in three years two sons were really born in her family. According to the 
Chukchee interpretation of mutual marriage, they were considered her own lawful 
children.28 

 
To say that this transformed shaman, now endowed with a reindeer’s calf-muscle, is 
acting either out of self-expressive sensual desire or in order to acquire a ritualized 
position of power—whether in imitation of a deity or in an image of totemic authority—
is untenable, the former seeking to essentialize identity in Eurocentric terms, and the 
latter proposition betraying what Deleuze and Guattari refer to as analogical “structures 
of correspondence”: logic systems which solely refer back to dynamics in social 
hierarchies29 and which would here reduce the entire mytho-spiritual imaginary of this 

																																																								
27 Mandelstam Balzer, “Sacred Genders in Siberia,” 175. 
28 Bogoras, The Chukchee, 455. 
29 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian 
Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), 236. 
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shaman to functional relations of power. Traditional anthropology cannot assimilate the 
bashful or maternal gestures of a transformed male, nor the desire of a middle-aged 
mother to change her “orientation,” as it does not recognize the plasticity of myth, the 
fluidity of identity, nor the ability of individuals in a tribal society to inventively and 
agentially construct their own desiring assemblages, some of which inevitably deviate.  

A further intervention can be offered by queer affect theorist Eve Sedgwick, who 
emphasizes the unpredictability of affects and their ontological individuality. Although 
affects are “attached to things, people, ideas, sensations, relations, activities, ambitions, 
and institutions”30 (and we might also subjoin variables of mytho-religious, archetypal 
nature), the immanent ambivalence of their associability, expression, and 
“decodification” in and by individual subjectivities presents an open potentiality for as-
of-yet inconceivable meaning-formations, sensualities, and relationships.  

Perhaps for this reason, then, in the “Becoming Animal” chapter of A Thousand 
Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari themselves engage the idea of the shaman, and his/her 
“states of abandon,” through what they call the “sorcerer.” The French, sorcier, is 
especially suggestive of the notion of the shaman or “medicine-man” (sorcier 
guérisseur), and Deleuze and Guattari situate this figure at the heart of the question of 
affect, becoming-other, and sexual binarism. Sorcerers occupy the “anomalous” position, 
a “construct of affects,” and mediate the tribal permeability between man, animal, spirit, 
and nature.31 The Siberian shaman’s intimacy with death and illnesses, entropic states, as 
well as their typical mastery and manipulation of mythic poetries and songs, indeed 
places them in a phenomenology far removed from the rest of their culture. The shaman 
as seer or augur guides their cultural milieu both physically and psychically through the 
vicissitudes of climatic and subsistence-based uncertainties as well as those of spiritual, 
existential concern. In the séances and counselings of the Tungus peoples, shamans enter 
a cataleptic trance and, in a lucid dream state, navigate parallel realms to seek out cures 
for fellow tribespersons.32 During their shamanic flights they also serve as psychopomps, 
guiding lost ancestral souls to the underworld to maintain the complacency of spirits 
circulating within the community. 33  Though induced through amanita muscaria 

																																																								
30 Quoted in Clare Hemmings, “Invoking Affect: Cultural Theory and the Ontological Turn,” Cultural 
Studies 19, no. 5 (2005): 559, https://doi.org/10.1080/09502380500365473. 
31 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 244. 
32 Eliade, Shamanism, 239–40. 
33 Ibid., 240. 
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mushrooms—to which agency is conferred34 —or through tobacco smoking and/or 
fasting, the trance state is also fostered within a particular ritualized milieu, accompanied 
by the shamans’ exhaustive beating of their drums.35 Describing his inaugural vision 
following a whole year of debilitating illness, a Tungus shaman explains: “The same 
thing happens to every Tungus shaman […] Only when his shaman ancestors have cut up 
his body [and] separated his bones can he begin to practice.”36 Through this passage of 
isolation, deconstruction, and decoupage these people are reconstituted as eminently 
different. While there is a recognized predisposition towards this vocation, it is first and 
foremost a modality of perception and a disparate phenomenology achieved through 
traditional, ritualized practices. The shamanic perspective, then, must be understood as 
not merely innate, but agentially achieved through intentional consciousness alteration, 
techniques of trance, and divestment from conventional labor and chronometry.  

Bogoras’ account of the Chukchi suggestively places shamanic inclination and 
gendered transformation in close proximity, the preconditions for each involving 
bashfulness, nervousness, thaumaturgic performance, isolation, and a sensitivity—
recognized by the Chukchi—“even to the slightest change of the psychic atmosphere 
surrounding him during his exercise.”37 A kind of innate predisposition—those “‘doomed 
to inspiration’ (enie'nitvu li'nyo)”—is acknowledged, but cannot find expression without 
applied practices: “While the shaman is in possession of the inspiration, he must practise, 
and cannot hide his power.”38 One is not born a shaman, and one can even resist “the 
call.” Shamanism in this context is a “doing” and “becoming” as opposed to mere 
essence or fixed “being”: perhaps anthropology could begin to think of sexuality and 
sexual categories in the same light.  

The psychosomatic suggestibility of trance, possession, healing, and ecstasy—not 
only of great relevance in the quest to take up, after Spinoza, just “what a body can 
do”39—also points to the power of narrative and language in moulding sensation and 
perception. Fabulation is the precondition for magic, as the shaman can bend what is 
ontologically possible, introducing new concepts and meanings into the language: virtual 

																																																								
34 Bogoras, The Chukchee, 282. 
35 Ibid., 463. 
36 Joseph Campbell, Historical Atlas of World Mythology, vol. 1, The Way of Animal Powers (New York: 
Alfred van der Marck Editions, 1983), 171. 
37 Bogoras, The Chukchee, 416. 
38 Ibid., 419. 
39 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 256. 
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schematics superimposed over (otherwise) ordinary reality. Indeed, the typical mastery 
over myth realized by these individuals is demonstrated by the fact that the Siberian 
Yakut shaman possesses a vocabulary of approximately 12,000 words compared to an 
average of 4,000 of the rest of their tribal community.40 Lommel’s Shamanism: The 
Beginnings of Art (1967) further argues that the archetypal shaman was uniquely capable 
of reappraising mythic figures in pictorial depictions, and even the cave paintings at 
Lascaux are theorized to have been the result of shamanic ecstasy.41  

It is in this inventive, improvisatory, and novelty-accruing capacity of the 
archetypal shaman that we may test its congruency with the “queer magic” of 
deconstruction, fringe transgression, and visionary creativity. Outside of heteropatriarchal 
modes of belonging, categories of identity, and prescripted models of productivity, the 
lives of queer people and shamans have both been pathologized, marginalized, and 
moralized by scientific, ethnographic, and sociological discourses and, furthermore, were 
both subjected to consistent, juridical willed ignorance as well as purges bordering on the 
genocidal. But where others see “chaos” (e.g., of recent memory, the rhetorical “opening 
of the flood-gates” following gay marriage) there is endowed a certain capacity to see 
through the arbitrary paths laid out to one and a new flexibility through which the 
remodeling, recombining, inverting, appropriating, and “smelting” of cultural tropes 
otherwise set in stone can be given free, creative “play.” This we can see in the mytho-
poetic performances and improvised rituals of the shaman perhaps as much in the 
burlesque drag queen. To queer oneself is fundamentally and a priori an epistemological 
refusal and transformation (a “becoming”), as opposed to a merely innate predilection or 
a corporeal modification. It is as much the creative privileging of one’s difference as it is 
the knowing of différance; the ability to navigate semiotic realms otherwise left tacit and 
subliminal. “The shamans understand that the real magic is the magic of signs, symbols 
and language, and that by manipulating queuing, by manipulating expectation, you can 
lead people to a fundamental confrontation not only with themselves, but with the 
other.”42 In these terms, the archetypal shaman is not removed from culture, but flows 
through culture while seeing its symbolic understanding of the world as mutable.  

																																																								
40 Hector Munro Chadwick and Nora Kershaw Chadwick, eds., The Growth of Literature, Volume 3 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), 199. 
41 Eliade, Shamanism, 503; Campbell, “The Symbol Without Meaning,” 167. 
42 Terence McKenna, “The Ethnobotany of Shamanism,” filmed November 1988 at California Institute of 
Integral Studies, San Francisco, CA, video, 30:18, https://youtu.be/zJhGXa9OZ-8. 
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But queerness and Indigenous models of gender and sexuality are by no means 
commensurable in subjective nature, and a comparative reading, as Scott Morgensen and 
others have shown, risks subsuming distinctive identities—inextricable from broader 
Indigenous worldviews—into Western narratives that claim Indigenous sexualities and 
gendered expressions as their own43: “[N]on-Native queer longing for Native histories of 
sexuality or gender can seem to invite alliance when it performs a racial or national 
“passing” that appropriates Native culture in order to indigenize non-Native queers. 
Native queer and Two-Spirit activists critique such practices, including offers of alliance 
that try to absorb them or Native histories into non-Native politics.”44 One basis for such 
a critique is the non-transferability of essentialist binaries onto Native ontology. And any 
cross-cultural and trans-historical dialogue between shamanism and queerness—
themselves discursively-contrived identity categories—must therefore negotiate the 
incommensurability of both queerness and Indigenous genders and sexualities as well as 
the “savage slot” represented by the archetypal shaman. But if we consider that a 
broadly-defined “queer” ontology can actually be constructed or fostered via a kind of 
narrative literacy and through practices of dissociation, then methods might be gained 
through which the dominant symbolic order (one that constructs the “Other” to begin 
with) can be interrogated and seen somewhat etically: the anthropological gaze thus 
turned inwards.  

In the pre-settler Siberian context, there were individuals who were compelled to 
practice shamanism and heed the call to gendered transformation. As complicit in settler 
projects, queer theory cannot simply pedestal these individuals for its own claims to 
subjecthood, as this would entail carving out Native identities and essentializing them in 
Eurocentric terms. Interestingly, whereas “[w]hite queers still must recognize race and 
nation as intrinsic to their formation by sexuality and gender,”45 the Shamanic Ideal 
posits an ability to actually transcend culturally parochial identity categories: but this is 
an ideal that no doubt homogenizes Indigenous spiritualities and appropriates the shaman 
for its own “mythology” of exceptional individualism. Indeed, championing an identity 
construct premised solely on counter-culturalism has only been shown to be conscriptable 
																																																								
43 See Qwo-Li Driskill, Chris Finley, Brian Joseph Gilley, and Scott Laura Morgensen, eds., Queer 
Indigenous Studies: Critical Interventions in Theory, Politics, and Literature (Tucson: The University of 
Arizona Press, 2011). 
44  Scott Lauria Morgensen, “Settler Homonationalism: Theorizing Settler Colonialism within Queer 
Modernities,” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 16, no. 1 (2010): 122. 
45 Ibid. 
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by neoliberal capitalism. As Thomas Frank has shown, it is ubiquitously the case today 
that “we consume not to fit in, but to prove, on the surface at least, that we are […] as 
rule-breaking and hierarchy-defying as our heroes of the 60s.”46 Queerness, as well—a 
profitable identity category, as corporate sponsorship of recent Pride festivals has 
shown—can no longer remain politically effective in the mere dressings of rebelliousness 
and subversiveness. Heroic (Randian) individualism—championed in all of our media 
today—fails to appreciate an embeddedness in larger politico-economic structures 
(including ongoing settler colonialism) invested in the production of subjectivity and its 
categories of expression. Even removed from the mythologies of nationalism and various 
other “team-based” ideologies, one risks internalizing the dangerous mythology of an 
individualism that subtends the false promise of equal opportunity and dismisses any kind 
of collective voice or identity-based ambition as mere “ideology.” The Shamanic Ideal as 
a retrospective paragon of creativity and dissociative alienation serves to uphold the 
delusional belief that one can be political by rejecting politics, by virtue of an 
individualism which is nonetheless tacitly encouraged by the brandable aesthetic of 
counter-culturalism. In this way, generalized “shamans” were never actually divested 
from their cultural milieus, but it was anthropology and individualist, New Age rhetoric 
to begin with that carved them out from their linguistic, place-based, historical, and 
spiritual contexts. Today, then, it is thoughtless to imagine that one can be wholly 
separated from culture: one would thereby be in the cult(ure) of individualism. 

																																																								
46 Thomas Frank, “Why Johnny Can’t Dissent,” in Cultural Resistance Reader, ed. Stephen Duncombe 
(London: Verso, 2002), 319. 
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