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Chapter 16

At the Cultural Crossroads:

A Portrait of a Galo Shaman

Tajen Dabi
Department of History, Rajiv Gandhi University, Rono Hills, Doimukh, Papum Pare-
791112, Arunachal Pradesh, India

E-mail: tdrguhist@gmail.com

Abstract

The Galo shamans belong to the fast disappearing traditional healers of the Eastern
Himalayas. In an ideal traditional setting, the shaman is the performer of rites and
rituals as alsoof social memory. Some shaman exhibit knowledge of herbal healing,
an art not specialised by all the shamans and often practised by people other than
shamans. Indigenous healing systems or folk medicine today faces a different
scenario: coming of Western Biomedicine; neo-faith healing; re-organised indigenous
faith, etc. This article is a short sketch of a performing shaman (Nyibu) through
whose’ experiences a brief exposition on the contemporary condition of the shamans
would be made. It also raises the question about the place and future of the shaman i
the context of the reformed indigenous religions.

Keywords: Shaman, Eastern Himalaya, Folk Medicine, Indigenous Faith. Arunachal
Pradesh.
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((;uminl[\‘i) as distinct from the types of rituals related to disputes, death, murder, cte.
()‘alu-)'achuU_vi). Based on such specialisation, as well as the occult reputation, Galo
shamans are viewed in loose hierarchical order at the pinnacle of which Tama
considers himself to belong to. He is thus a Gumin Nvibo (indicating the type of
dmals he performs) as well as a Nyib-Buut (suggestive of his position and
reputation).As to whether his standing was equal to or above the Tugo-Nyigre Nyibu,
a shaman who can take the form of wild beasts, notably the tiger, like Kachi Yomcha
(Riba, 2004) Tama avoided any comparison with the renowned late shaman who lived
a generation before him in his home district.

Tama’s long and ongoing career is dotted by many feats: curing a dysenteric
(Takw) and a Yapom-infested patient each who would not get relief from medical
ireatment, for example. In the latter case, a Sikh engineer employed under the state
government had incurred the wrath of the Yapoms while supervising jungle-clearing
for a road project eventually found cure for his medically unexplained recurring
vertigo after Tama checked the omen and negotiated a deal with the offended
Yapoms.

At personal front, our shaman claims that he is a teetotaler since childhood
and is quick to issue the disclaimer that he does not eat cattle-meat because of allergy.
In 1987, he helped in organizing the Abotani Shaman Association as its first General
Secretary. At the time of my interview, Tama headed the ecclesiastical wing of the
Indigenous Faith and Cultural Society of Arunachal Pradesh (IFCSAP) asits
president. The IFCSAP currently leads the indigenous faith movement in Arunachal
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Conclusion
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shaman like Tama was alien to the idea of a place of worship and congregaﬁor‘L B:\nog
a shaman and thus a key stakeholder of the indigenous religious life, Tam;
contributed to the efforts for re-organising the indigenous religions where the mode of
worship? was different from the propitiatory rituals of the original shaman-hood. For
example, Ganggi is a prayer hall where reformed indigenous faith believers meet
weekly, offer prayers and seek cure from ailments and diseases also.
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