
michael harner the way of the shaman
michael harner the way of the shaman is a seminal work that has significantly influenced the
study and practice of shamanism in modern times. This groundbreaking book by anthropologist
Michael Harner introduces readers to the core principles and techniques of shamanic journeying
and spiritual healing. It serves as both a practical guide and an academic exploration of ancient
shamanic traditions adapted for contemporary use. The way of the shaman emphasizes personal
experience, direct spiritual interaction, and the use of altered states of consciousness to access
other realities. This article delves into the key concepts presented by Harner, the historical context
of his work, and the lasting impact of his teachings on modern spirituality and healing practices.
Additionally, readers will gain insight into the methods outlined in the book as well as the
establishment of the Foundation for Shamanic Studies, which continues to promote and preserve
shamanic knowledge worldwide.
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Overview of Michael Harner and His Contributions
Michael Harner was a prominent anthropologist and educator known for his extensive research into
shamanic cultures around the world. His work in indigenous societies, particularly in the Americas,
laid the foundation for a modern understanding of shamanism as a universal spiritual practice rather
than a set of isolated cultural rituals. Harner’s pioneering approach combined academic rigor with
experiential practice, enabling a wider audience to access shamanic wisdom. His book, The Way of
the Shaman, published in 1980, is considered a classic text that bridges the gap between ancient
traditions and contemporary spiritual seekers.

Background and Fieldwork
Michael Harner’s fieldwork included immersive experiences with indigenous shamans in regions
such as the Amazon rainforest and the Andes Mountains. Through participant observation and direct
learning, he documented shamanic practices involving trance states, drumming, and spiritual
healing. Harner’s ethnographic approach emphasized respect for native cultures while highlighting
the universal elements of shamanic experience. His academic background in anthropology provided
a framework for interpreting these spiritual methods scientifically and cross-culturally.



Transition to Teaching and Writing
After years of research, Harner transitioned from purely academic pursuits to teaching shamanic
techniques to a broader audience. He founded workshops and courses designed to train individuals
in shamanic journeying and healing. His writings, especially The Way of the Shaman, distilled
complex indigenous knowledge into accessible instructions and explanations. This democratization
of shamanic practice has made his work influential in both spiritual and therapeutic communities
worldwide.

The Core Concepts of The Way of the Shaman
The Way of the Shaman outlines fundamental principles that define shamanism as a spiritual path.
Harner presents shamanism as a practice focused on direct interaction with the spirit world for
healing, guidance, and personal transformation. The book emphasizes the shaman’s role as a
mediator between ordinary reality and non-ordinary realities accessed through altered states of
consciousness. These core concepts form the basis for understanding shamanic techniques and their
applications.

Non-Ordinary Reality
Central to Harner’s teachings is the concept of non-ordinary reality, an alternate state of
consciousness where shamans travel to seek knowledge and power. This realm is described as a
spiritual dimension populated by helping spirits, ancestors, and other entities. Accessing non-
ordinary reality requires specific techniques such as rhythmic drumming or focused meditation.
Harner explains that this state is not a hallucination but a genuine spiritual plane accessible through
disciplined practice.

Shamanic Power Animals and Helping Spirits
In The Way of the Shaman, Harner details the importance of power animals and helping spirits as
allies in the shamanic journey. These entities provide protection, guidance, and healing energies to
the practitioner. Developing a relationship with these spirits is a key part of shamanic training and
practice. Harner’s approach encourages respect and reciprocity between the shaman and the spirit
world.

Healing and Retrieval of Lost Soul Fragments
Another essential element is the concept of soul retrieval, a healing practice aimed at recovering
parts of a person’s soul lost due to trauma or illness. Harner explains how shamans journey to locate
and reintegrate these fragments, restoring wholeness and vitality. This therapeutic technique has
been adapted in various contemporary healing modalities influenced by Harner’s work.



Shamanic Journeying Techniques
The Way of the Shaman provides detailed instructions on how to enter altered states and undertake
shamanic journeys safely and effectively. These methods are designed to be accessible to beginners
while maintaining the depth and authenticity of traditional shamanic practice. Harner emphasizes
disciplined preparation, ethical intent, and respect for the spiritual realms.

The Role of Drumming
Drumming is a central tool in Harner’s shamanic journeying technique. The steady, repetitive beat
serves to induce trance states by influencing brainwave patterns. The specific rhythm used in The
Way of the Shaman typically ranges from 4 to 7 beats per second, which helps practitioners shift
consciousness from ordinary reality to non-ordinary reality. Harner provides guidance on creating or
obtaining appropriate drums or recorded drum tracks for practice.

Preparation and Setting
Proper preparation is crucial for successful shamanic journeys. Harner advises practitioners to
create a quiet, comfortable space free of distractions. Setting clear intentions and maintaining a
respectful attitude toward the spirit world are emphasized. Grounding exercises and relaxation
techniques are recommended to enhance focus and safety during the journey.

Step-by-Step Journey Process
The book outlines a structured approach to shamanic journeying, including:

Entering the trance state through focused listening to the drumbeat

Visualizing a journey to the Lower, Middle, or Upper Worlds

Meeting spirit guides or power animals

Seeking answers or healing

Returning safely to ordinary reality and integrating the experience

These steps help practitioners navigate the spiritual realms with confidence and clarity.

The Foundation for Shamanic Studies
Michael Harner established the Foundation for Shamanic Studies (FSS) to preserve and disseminate
shamanic knowledge worldwide. The organization offers workshops, training programs, and
resources for those interested in learning authentic shamanic practices. The FSS serves as a hub for
research, education, and community building in the field of shamanism.



Mission and Goals
The Foundation’s mission is to promote the understanding and practice of core shamanism, which
Harner defined as the common elements found in indigenous shamanic traditions globally. The FSS
aims to protect these practices from cultural appropriation and distortion while making them
accessible for healing, personal growth, and spiritual development.

Educational Programs
The FSS offers a variety of educational programs ranging from introductory workshops to advanced
practitioner training. These programs teach the techniques described in The Way of the Shaman,
including journeying, soul retrieval, and power animal work. The foundation also supports research
initiatives and publishes materials to advance the field.

Global Outreach
Through conferences, publications, and online resources, the Foundation for Shamanic Studies
connects practitioners and scholars worldwide. It fosters a respectful dialogue between indigenous
knowledge holders and modern practitioners, ensuring the longevity and integrity of shamanic
traditions.

Impact and Legacy of The Way of the Shaman
Since its publication, The Way of the Shaman has profoundly influenced the landscape of spirituality,
psychology, and alternative healing. Michael Harner’s work has introduced shamanic concepts to a
broad audience, inspiring both personal practice and academic inquiry. The book’s blend of practical
guidance and anthropological insight has made it a cornerstone text in the study of spiritual healing.

Influence on Modern Spirituality
The Way of the Shaman has contributed to a resurgence of interest in indigenous spiritual practices
adapted for contemporary contexts. Its accessible approach has empowered individuals to explore
shamanic journeying and healing without requiring affiliation with specific cultural groups. This has
led to the integration of shamanic elements into various New Age, holistic, and therapeutic
frameworks.

Contributions to Healing Modalities
Harner’s emphasis on soul retrieval and spirit-guided healing has influenced psychotherapeutic and
energy healing modalities. Practitioners incorporate shamanic techniques to address trauma,
emotional blockages, and spiritual disconnection. The book’s practical methods continue to be
taught in healing arts programs worldwide.



Continued Relevance
Decades after its release, The Way of the Shaman remains relevant due to its clear presentation of
universal shamanic principles. Michael Harner’s work serves as a foundational reference for anyone
interested in the exploration of altered states, spiritual empowerment, and holistic healing practices.
Its enduring legacy is evident in the ongoing activities of the Foundation for Shamanic Studies and
the global community of practitioners inspired by his teachings.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Michael Harner and what is he known for?
Michael Harner was an anthropologist and shamanic practitioner known for founding the
Foundation for Shamanic Studies and popularizing core shamanism in the West through his book
'The Way of the Shaman.'

What is the main focus of 'The Way of the Shaman' by Michael
Harner?
'The Way of the Shaman' focuses on teaching readers the fundamental techniques of shamanic
journeying and practices that Harner identified as universal among shamanic cultures worldwide.

What is 'core shamanism' according to Michael Harner's
teachings?
Core shamanism, as described by Michael Harner, refers to the essential and cross-cultural
shamanic practices and techniques that are common across various indigenous cultures, stripped of
specific cultural elements.

How does Michael Harner suggest one enters a shamanic state
of consciousness?
Harner recommends using rhythmic drumming at a specific beat frequency (around 4-7 beats per
second) to facilitate a shamanic altered state of consciousness for journeying.

What are the typical goals of a shamanic journey described in
'The Way of the Shaman'?
Typical goals include seeking guidance, healing, retrieving lost soul fragments, and gaining insight
or information from spirit helpers or power animals.

Is 'The Way of the Shaman' suitable for beginners interested



in shamanism?
Yes, 'The Way of the Shaman' is considered a foundational and accessible text for beginners
interested in learning about shamanic practices and journeying techniques.

How has Michael Harner's work influenced modern spirituality
and healing practices?
Harner's work has popularized shamanism in the West, influencing contemporary spiritual
movements, alternative healing practices, and integrating indigenous wisdom into modern personal
development.

Are there criticisms or controversies related to Michael
Harner's approach to shamanism?
Yes, some critics argue that Harner's approach oversimplifies or appropriates indigenous shamanic
traditions, detaching practices from their cultural and spiritual contexts.

Additional Resources
1. The Way of the Shaman: A Guide to Power and Healing by Michael Harner
This foundational book introduces readers to core shamanic practices and philosophies, emphasizing
the journey to non-ordinary reality for healing and insight. Harner presents techniques such as
drumming and soul retrieval, making shamanism accessible to Western audiences. It serves as both
a practical manual and a spiritual guide for those interested in shamanic traditions.

2. Shamanic Journeying: A Beginner's Guide by Sandra Ingerman
Sandra Ingerman, a student of Michael Harner, expands on the practice of shamanic journeying with
clear instructions and exercises. The book helps readers develop their ability to enter altered states
of consciousness and connect with spirit guides. It also explores healing and personal transformation
through shamanic methods.

3. The Shamanic Path to Self-Healing by Itzhak Beery
This book offers a comprehensive approach to shamanic healing practices, combining traditional
wisdom with modern psychological insights. Beery discusses how shamanism can be applied to
emotional and physical healing, integrating the spirit world with everyday life. The author provides
practical tools for deepening spiritual awareness.

4. Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy by Mircea Eliade
A classic scholarly work, this book explores the historical and cultural contexts of shamanism
worldwide. Eliade analyzes the ecstatic practices central to shamanic rituals and their significance
across diverse indigenous cultures. It is an essential read for understanding the anthropological
roots of shamanic traditions.

5. Core Shamanism: The Way of the Shaman by Michael Harner
In this work, Harner further elaborates on the concept of core shamanism — universal elements
found in shamanic practices globally. The book outlines practical techniques for journeying, healing,
and interacting with spirit helpers. It highlights the non-denominational nature of shamanism,



making it applicable across cultures.

6. Shamanic Wisdom for Pregnancy and Parenthood by Anna Cariad-Barrett
Focusing on the transformative journey of pregnancy and parenting, this book incorporates
shamanic rituals to support mothers and families. It offers ceremonies and healing practices that
connect parents with ancestral wisdom and spiritual guidance. The work emphasizes empowerment
and holistic care through shamanic traditions.

7. The Spirit of Shamanism by Roger N. Walsh
Walsh explores the spiritual and psychological dimensions of shamanism, emphasizing its relevance
in contemporary life. The book discusses altered states of consciousness, healing, and the role of the
shaman as a mediator between worlds. It integrates modern science with traditional shamanic
knowledge.

8. Plant Spirit Shamanism: Traditional Techniques for Healing the Soul by Ross Heaven
This book delves into the relationship between shamans and plant spirits, highlighting their role in
healing and spiritual growth. Heaven provides insights into plant-based ceremonies and the use of
natural allies in shamanic practice. It serves as a guide for those interested in plant medicine within
the shamanic framework.

9. Awakening to the Spirit World: The Shamanic Path of Direct Revelation by Sandra Ingerman
Ingerman offers teachings on receiving direct spiritual guidance through shamanic journeying and
practices. The book emphasizes personal experience and connection with power animals, spirit
guides, and ancestors. It encourages readers to awaken their intuitive abilities and embrace
shamanic wisdom in daily life.
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