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At the Cultural Crossroads: 

A Portrait of a Galo Shaman 
Tajen Dabi 

Chapter 16 
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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 know ledge 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 heal ing; 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 fu ture of the shaman in 

the context of the reformed indigenous religions. 

Keywords: Shaman, Eastern Himalaya, Folk Medicine, lndigenous Faith . Arunachal 

Pradesh. 
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introduction 
.. . ''Jlk. '-1ed icine 

Research in Nonh E . ast India 
The a rt of curing ail m . . ~ ents and disease . old trad1t\On . Among the early . . s through indigenous m th d . 

. societies di e o s 1s a very 
spints ' and spells and drugs were , . seases were linked to 'possession by evil 

, . . accordtnoly fi 
1 

' shaman 1s variously used al _ . i:::- 0 rmu ated (Childe 1957) Th t ong ,. , 1th ' nat" 
1 , . e errn woman ' depending on the cult" ·. ' . iv_e 1ealer,' 'medicine man' or 'medicine 

. 
u 1 .-t1 pet spective of th . . . 

Amencan shaman and writer t~ e wn ter. A performing Native pre er the term , n •. , h , . cultural perspective of the trad;t· h _ .;::J.d \e ealer smce it represents the • ton t e shaman I f (. . . 
the noted Romanian h istorian of 

1. . s part O Lake, 2007). M1rcea Ehade, re tgion, defi ned Sha · , · -
of ecstasy, often considered a kind of . . mamsm as an ancient technique a religion' (N ishimura, 1987 W _ 1:1ysti ctsm or magic _but in very broad terms also S .b . . ). n tmg about Shamamsm among the Tungus of 
eastern 1 ena m S M Shirok - ff · · · ogrn ° descnbed a shaman as ' persons of both sexes 
who have m astered spir its wh t h · · · · · · · o a t err will can introduce these spmts mto 
them selves and use their pow h · · · · · · 

. er over t e spmts m theu own mterests, particularly helpmg other people , who suffer from the spirits' (Nishimura, 1987). These definitions were broadly summarized by Kokan Sasakiin Shamanizumu no jinruigaku(The Anthropology of Shamanism) as: ' shamanism is a form of religion which centers on a magico-religious specialist who has a special ability to enter into a trancelike state at will and in the abnormal psychological state can make direct contact with the supernatural being' (Nishimura 1987:59). Thus, a shaman was the link between the material and the spiritual world of the people- a function fulfilled by a Galo shaman also . lt is argued by Mercea Eliade that' . . . because the properties and conditions o f the soul are within his domain of knowledge, the shaman is a curer and healer of disease' (J ones , 1968) . 

d fi ·t· of shaman and shamanism can be inferred to describe the 
These e m1 tons 

. · · f Arunachal Pradesh also. The shamans are the bedrock 
h f anous commu111t1es o s amans o v . F rster and Anderson defined ethnomedicine as: f • ct· s healmg system. o o m igenou . . . lating to disease which are the products of 

. . h belte fs and practices re ' Compnsmg t ose d e not explicitly derived from the conceptual lt l development an ar 
. 

indigenous cu ura . . , d h 1997). The ethno-medical practice or fo lk f d ~ medicine (Anquan a ' . . . b 
framework o mo t=m l p d h is rooted in religious beliefs and shaped Y 

. I of Arunacha ra es . . h 
medicme of the peop e , . d stoms. ln a sense, it is agreeable that t e h . l environment an cu 

d 
the local ecology, p ystc~ ted in supernatural cosmology as argued by a . note t of illness is basically roo .b (Elwin 1999) . The idea of disease/ 
concep . _ h Aru nachal tn es , , h' anthropologist w ho stuche~ t e d f . e is construed as occurring as a result of breac ailments accidents, epidemics , and am1;natural forces (' malevolent spirits' ) among t~~ ' with natural an supe le when a person meets wit 
of the balance . . f Arunachal Pradesh. For examp ' . . fi l 'retrieve' the shamanistic communities o . . (through rituals) with the spmts to sa e y negottates . . an accident the shaman from the offended spmts . f-r t d person Yolo (soul?) of the a ieC e 
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Objectives 

From the 1 950s Arunacha l Pradesh , 

changes: expansion of government adn . . . ~ . was opened up t'ur . 

_ . • 
c 11111sttat1ve m 1 . ni.:\, 11, 

o t W estern. B. iomedicine (henceforth W BM) d . ac 11ncry. ro;1dw;1ys ip,11 l\11\ 

, d 
, e ucat10 · . · • 

111 11111h 

an powerful cultural influences Tl ct n, increasing popu \· I( 111 11, 

El . ., . , . ie egree of this pro., .. ,1 t1 u1, ..:1111. 

wm as creatmg the puzzle of the im act , _ccss was dcscrih1.;d h \,111 

2000) . N aturally, these influence p obf the atomic age on a Stone/\.,, :,_Vi.:_11 1l1 

. s were ound to h - t-c (< n1\\ 

impacts. It has been a g d ave important r \ ,1, 

d . oo seven decades since EI win, . t" . Hnt an, t.:nl't \ 

Is_cuss the nature of such impacts on the ca reer, or , \ imc and this paper ain, .., ~11 

re te rences for k. h. a s1aman . The tw< -

. m a mg t ts assessment are chan . T , • ) in11 ncclit1h: 

mterpretation and projection of indigenous religio~1 ::~e~l~~v1ronmcnt and lhc rcncwcd 

l\1aterial and Methods 

. . T hi s quick essay is ethno-historical in orientation /\ b . 

P
ract h 

· nc f prolik ol' ., 

. · Ic_ mg s aman is being presented. The data has b u 

mtervtew The r·t d . I een collected through ma\ 

E 
_ · 1 es an ntua performances of the shaman are not bcino di .. , 

m 1c perspectiv · · h · 

0 

srnsscd 
e IS m erent smce the author is born and bred in ti , · 

mili e u a th h . . · 
1
e same cullura\ 

s e s aman- reason w hy 1 have not provided any transcript 0 1-· th, · l . · 

· ti h l · 
1,; m e1 view 

w, 1 t e s rnman. For the same reason , survey of ex istin g literatu re on Galo c\ , 
h 

,, ldm ans 

as not been done. No special field-study was conducted on the reformed ·,nd·, ) , 

I· · • 
gcnous 

re 1g1on as famil y members of the author are directly involved in its practice and 

propag ation. 

Results and Discussion 
Roughly equidistant from Tibet in the north , the Assam plains in the south, 

Siang River in the east and Subansiri River in the west \ayBipi vi\\age of Liromoba in 

the centra l West Siang Di strict of Arunacha \ Pradesh. Born in c.1940, 

TarnaM in d o Romin is a Nyibu (shaman) and a propagator of the Donyi Polo faith 

(reformed indigeno us religion)who no longer lives at hi s ancestral village Bipi. As is 

com mon for would-be Nyibu' s, young Tan1a was ' kidnapped ' by the Yapom (forest 

sp irits believed to be of feminine gender) whi le asleep to be recovered by village 

lo lks from the nearby ri v ul et later on. Attracted to entrepreneurship and thus no 

interested in becoming a Nyibo, Tama left his ancestral village and started doing pell 

u:ovcrnment contract works- a fom1ative period of spiritual journey to shaman-hoc 

later in Ii re. In I 969, he adopted the Christian faith after coming into con.tact wi 

• • · · · y ·· .· t\ P tkai Hills Un-affected 

Catholic M ,ss tonanes at Gandh,gram in tJa y nagat 111 
1e a · . , T th . t" me the Yapo 

hi s conver~ion, the Yapoms I aga in ventured to ' kidnap ama; is 
1 

, \ , car 
· ,·"' · Oncolt\1:: 

- . . I I ·r1 . . ' I . . , i 'l loose An~l1 c1z.1tllln . _, ' 

; ·r, ,,. Y·1r nrn ,, rtd lotjlli allv 1('krrcd to 117 r ma · )L' S l l: l l: ::, ' : . ~ ,·J, t ' ·ire n:11u l~rl y p;;p 

,., , . . . ·1 . I 9,;;9-, ( 6 ~uch i11 c 1 l: l\ s , o 

, f/1 h..'lonl u l Y~1po111 ' h.idn~tpp1nr' can he iounJ 1n l-- \,\ 111 -- ) · 

1 i II trnl:1\· 708 



Recent Advances in f\) lk Medic in, 1,. . .. . . . 
L ,t :Sldll h Ill Nu11li l ·,h1 l11d1 :1 

P
ersistent. Circa, 1974. Tnrnn wns 011 ,1 r , 1 .. 

\\°ere . . h ~ ' cgu ar \' ts11 tu thl' Shi v;1 M·111clir ·11 
ahat 1n Pas1g at town. The temple prcmisl' h) ,1, 

1 
. 

1 
' ' 

Raneo ts u " llflic lvrny- 111 tr., ( I II 

I
I d sirek/11irek), a locally believed to hr the favo .. 

1 
, . 

1 
c:- • ' ' n: 

0
l 'i

1 Y 
cae 1 

llttc.1 1odcolthl'Yapoms 111 tlt l· 
. stodY · of the relent less '): a porns, Tama had ccstnt i . , . , .· , . , . . · · 
cu . . . . . . l t:xpc1 tc111..: c of ru1111111g m:rnss 
. ·ers and Jumping over the mountains that divide th, 1- 11 .11 . . 

rt ' . c 00 lt town lrom li111ll:rlancl 

Along (Aalo) headquarters - a distance the Yapoms h-1 , 11 · . . 
. . • c pct 11111 cnvcr w1th111 ;1 couple 

of hours in Supem1an-Slyle, lit~rally . As C\pcctcd, the Yapoms l11wlly had the upper 

hand and a_ i~ew poet step~ed-111 to a mystic world whcrc the chosen ll:w convi.;rscd 

with the spmts- as t~e ~lempotentiary of the mortal beings. A slwnrn11 is horn. 

Tama s~e~ialises in what might be called · prosperity' and ·cure' rituals 

(GuminUyi) as distinct from the types of rituals related to di sputes, death, murder, etc. 

lralu-fochuUyi). Based on such specialisation, as well as the occult reputation, C,c.1l o 

shamans are viewed in loose hierarchica l order at the pinnacle or which Tama 

considers himself to belong to. He is thus a Cumin N,·iho (indicat ing the type or 
rituals he perfo rms) as well as a Nyib-8 11111 (suggestive or his position and 

reputation).As to whether his standing was equal to or above the Tugo -Nyigre Nyihu, 

a shaman who can take the fonn of wild beasts, notably the tiger, like Kachi Yomcha 

(Riba, 2004) Tama avoided any compari son with the renow ned late shaman who lived 

a generation before him in his home district. 

Tama' s long and ongoing career is dotted by many fea ts: curing a dysentcric 

(Takw) and a Yapom-infested patient each who would not get re lie r from medical 

treatment, for example. In the latter case, a Sikh engineer employed under the state 

government had incurred the wrath of the Yapoms whil e supervising jungle-c learing 

for a road project eventually found cure fo r hi s medi cally unexp lained recu rring 

vertigo after Tama checked the omen and negotiated a dea l with the offended 

Yapoms. 
At personal front , our shaman clai ms that he is a teetota ler since chi Id hood 

and is quick to issue the disclaimer that he does not eat cattle-meat because or allergy. 

In 1987, he helped in organizing the Abotani Shaman Association as its fi rst General 

Secretary. At the time of my interview, Tama headed the ecc lesiastica l wi ng or the 

Indigenous Faith and Cultural Society of Arunacha l Pradesh ( I FCSAP) as its 

president. The IFCSAP currently leads the indigenous fa ith movement in /\.runachal 

Pradesh; the process has been described as ' reformist' in the ·contested d~mai~ s or 
religious transformation ... , (Chaudhari 2013 :259-277). Under the aegis ol the 

~FCSAP and other sister organisations, Tama occas ionall y attends ln_1ining workshops 

in different places where he gets to meet shamans fro m other regions and cu lturcs 

from across the diverse country . . , . . ~ . 

Wh . d b h f' t " of the shama ns and shaman is ti c ri tes and 
en enqutre a out t e u urt: -

1 
ritu I . • · d , nd Tama responded wit 1 a 
. as, the enthusiasm in the room qu ickly d, s5,pale " , , , ._. , . 

dish f r lhe shamans as we ll as reasons 
eartened tone citing factors for a bleak utu re 0 
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Recent Ad 
vances in Folk Medi . 

I 
. . cine Rc<,ca rch ,11 '-

W 1y relig10us refonn n11 h La"1 lnd,.1 

. d. was necessa . . 
in rgenous waysof1·~ ry . corn1ngofn , 

. . lie and taboo . '-'_ e,\ way~ or r . 
rel1g1on and its methods f h ~' change in food hab ·t . tfc _ l1 \H1-ob 'i t:n - . 

· 0 ealmg· 1 s. nc0 11, , c1n c1: ot 

avoidance ( of certain ty ' and adoption of ::: gc nce of indi u, 
- pes, not onl b ~ new rei: :::enou, 

Tama, was one of the t . . ~ e ore and after perfo . '.g, ous fanhs. Fo ~d 
. s net discq 1 · m1 1no nt \ o 

highlighting some universals l J 111 e a shan1 an was suppbo ul a s\. according tci 

b 
. s 1amans acr sec to k 

e mterpreted as a type f . . . oss cu ltures share· , eep thereb,, 
0 pnrn 1t1ve - · · many ab · -

but also the whole co . p1event1ve medicine N stem1ons ma\ 
mmun1ty may d .· · · · ot only th · . . -

of certain foods' (Ferro-L . 19 e1 ive psychological benetits f e ind1v1dua\. 
uzzt, 75) rom the a\o·id · ance 

Conclusion 

Tama' s stress during the course of 
thin · f - our extended int · 

gs. cure o many patients who d. d . erv1ew was on t . 

h 
. , I not get relief from mode . ,, o 

t rough the shaman's mtervention and· tl ft: . rn medical treatment 
. fi . ' 1e itrn e of the shaman Tl , 

rem orces the idea and relevance of medic I I . 1· s. ie first case 
. a p Lll a ism. The sec01 d 

some hght on the decline in the number of sh d l aspect throws 
. . arnans an the chano-ina- . 1 f 

w1thm the structure of the reformed indigenous re li gions U t·\ \ _b bro e .o shaman 
h · · n ' 11s generation a G \ 

s aman like Tama was alien to the idea of a place of worship d . . ' ~ 0
 

h - an cong1egat1on Being 

a s aman and thus a key stakeholder of the indigenous rehgious life· T 
t .b d h , ama 

con n _ u;e tot_ e efforts for re-organi_s~ng the '. ndigenous religions where the' mode of 

worship was different from the prop1t1atory ntua\s 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 a\so. 

It can be visualised that within the confines of the Ganggi, shamans like 

Tama would be not be able to perfonn the shamanistic rituals . An irony stems from 

the genuine apprehensions and works of shaman cum religious reform workers like 

Tama: one of the results of religious reform is to uniquely put a shaman in a 

devotional-congregational environment where the shamanistic chants and rit.m\s are 

no longer to be found. Unlike Tama and hi s colleagues in the indigenous rehgious_ 

reform movement, there are many shamans and people who do not attend the Ganggi 

considerine the reformed practices to be equally 'a lien· . This underlines 
th

e 
'-' . . . f I . I. . reform movement It' 

complexity and mult1-pos1t1onal nature o t 1e 1 e 1gious 

Arunachal Pradesh of which Tama is a part of. 

Acknowledgement f recently award1 

h done as part o rny -
The interview of the s aman was l ~ · . . hal Pradei 
. .~ ;;, , \ I , Svstem rn A1unac 

(201 7) Ph.D. work titled l•Development ot Heat 1eare J 1· Traditions amon1 
. l "A I) . , t . , Ch:rnt· Hea ing 

1826- l 98T'. A related paper namcc m,s s • · 
ee Chau<lhtW 

. A achal Pradesh s 
- . I e1n•~11ts in run, 

f · d. , 1s t a1t 1 mo" ... · 
'For ddails on the types and natun; o in tg:c:: noL 
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l\l' l l . 111 / \II Vl ll l\ 1••1 111 I· II M 
II \ I'd II ' I i i • I I (1·,w,1r I 

- l 111, 11,,,11, I . I 
•I •I 11d1:i 

., lo tribe. /\ n11111clw I P, :1dcs h, I I id 1 ,. . 
1hl'(11l ' · , . • ,. . II " PI H.: t11:111111J.' 

I \'ociol ,\ ('It II<<, .... I I . Nov ) () 17: I O"ix I () c ,\011d1 .lnurna/ r,J I! - . 
,1111 • • • • - <,I . Wli II . 1 umunu1e\ 

, tla: ()l'g1111 1sn t1on . lrn;us Hild illHtl ysis <>I II . . l: I ic d,1la and rneih l -
,11111r.: . • 11 s art rel . · . . c,c <, remain 
. "<1 works. I n:<.;L' IV!.!d trnv c:1 ,1. ru11t s l'ron1 111,· I 1· <.: l '.1 dlff cn.:nt frorn the prec,·d· 
lh - 11 - . "" ll< 1:111 (' . "" 1ng 
(!CIIH) for 11 1.: l -works dt1r1111~ Phi) st11dy . rnrnc.:ll of lli <, t(Jrical Rei;.;carch 

Nole 011 Indigenous Term s 
The vcrnacu la rs appl;uri ng in 11 . , . . . . 

' . 11 s ctrt IC I(.; Is 111 ( . ' I . 
T.111 i lnnguagt.! clustc:r . I he Tn11i langu·,ges (I ·I . ,a O languag<..:- a hranch of 

' l , ,e ong11111 to th. ·1 'h 
whid1 shart.! common mots and basic.: voc-,h 1, , 1::, e I eto-Hurman family), 

t u ary, ttre SfH,kcn inc. t , I A 

'

)a rts of upper Assa m. There is no stud y· 011 lh . , ·h . en rd runachal and 
(; arc a1c and sh- , · · 

the Tani languages. · aman i~lic vocabu lary of 

Interviews 

In formation about Tama M indo was g· alhercd lh h . · -. . . · roug rersonal interview 
11

11!h the shaman at his residence at A -Sector Naharlagun A h I p d h , , ru nac a ra es on 
January 6, 201 7. 
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