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The seance may act as a regulator of ritual aud health 
matters: in the particular ones I have quoted the shaman 
sought to control the reckless use of the various charm plants 
for purposes of divination and cure, asserting professional 
knowledge and authority over unwise home-doctoring. 

Care over what is eaten,. especially what is eaten at 
<=ertain crucial periods, is also emphasized through seances. 

1. Improper Dietary Practices. 

A seance was conducted in August 1957 by Ernest, at 
Emakmu village on the Kwatin (Upper Cotinga) River. He 
had two patients: an old man with a great weeping sore 
covering his ·shoulders and back,. called tulima by the 
Akawaio: it was probably a form of yaws. The second 
patient was a young boy with a sore on his testicles. 

Spirit diagnosis for the latter patient was made by 
Aiyuk, 18 a tree spirit, who said that the sore was due to 
the boy having eaten fire ashes. 
"Not just a little'', said Ernest in explanation later, "but a 
lot". The eating of earth and ashes by children occurs 
occasionally and is probably the result of some deficiency in 
the diet. If it becomes a regular habit and is excessive, then 
the child is severely punished. One of the few occasions on 
which I witnessed the thorough spanking of a child by its 
mother was when its earth eating habit had just been dis­
covered. During my research one child was said to have died 
through excessive earth eating. 

The old man with his open sores had, at a previous 
seance, been diagnosed as the victim of a spirit stone ( wata) 
attack, conveying the sickness. It was said to have been 
sent into him by an evil shaman of the neighbouring 
Patamona tribe. Although this spirit stone had been 
removed by Ernest, he still had not recovered. The reason 
for this,. the spirits pronounced at the following seance, was 
because he had followed the stone's removal by eating hog 
tannia, a large taro-type root (Xanthosoma sp.). This had 
made the illness worse again. The argument behind this was 
that when people are ill they should rest and "starve" 
(jeluma); 19 that is, they must eat very little. The patient 
had broken this observance, with unfortunate consequences. 

18. Aiyuk: Virola sp. Taiugu is said to be the forest sp irit's name for the tree. 

19. Jeluma means 'die t' but the Akawaio translate it as 'starve'. The word refers 
to the period of food restrictions at the time of b .rih, at a g irl's puberty and 
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A good deal of the shaman's advice, conveyed to his. 
audience in spirit pronouncements, is based on sound common 
sense. Although expressed in elaborate images of spirit 
activity the message nevertheless strikes home: the more so, 
perhaps, because of the associated imagery and the spirit 
authority behind it. In this respect, the seance is a powerful 
sanction for the maintenance of correct behaviour and the 
observance of customary procedure. 

8. Reckless Behaviour relating to Rivers. 

Lato, the water spirit,. is the natural defender of proper 
behaviour relating to his domain. Those who offend this, 
category of spirits may get sick when they travel on the 
water or swim in it. An angry Lato may drag peop1e down 
under the water to eat them. 

When, in 1951, I was suffering from stomac·h pains and 
asked Francis of Tagaikapai to consult the spirits on my 
behalf, it was Lato who eventually arrived and admonished. 
me. Addressing me as grandmother (kokoi), out of an 
exaggerated respect, he stated his annoyance that I had 
ventured to swim about his rocky home so freely. Although 
vexed at such an intrusion he had now come to blow a cure 
on me and make me well again. The next day Francis 
advised me to keep close to the bank when swimming, in 
case the water spirit should catch me one day and I should 
drown. 

What had happened was this: Francis had seen me, 
most afternoons, swimming and diving round a pile of rocks 
just off the Tagaikapai shore: I had also gone out into mid­
-stream. Akawaio womeni like the majority of men, rarely 
swim more than a few yards from the bank. My unusual 
and unwise type of bathing, according to Akawaio customary 
ideas and practice, together with the fact that Lato was 
believed to have his home under one of the rocks where I was 
swimming, had been associated in Francis' mind w~th the 
fact that I was sick. All these factors in association 
suggested a chain of causation which the seance revealed. 

In April 1957 Freddy held a seance at Walbaima in 
which one of his patients was a boy of about 13 or 14 years, 
called Moley. Moley was, I judged, ill with influenza. In· 
the course of the seance the lily charm spirit, Kaiali, arrived. 
Hearing of the boy's sickness he went off to find Lato bazi, 
water spirit woman,. knowing her to be responsible. Water 
spirit woman arrived, but her fright was such that she flew 
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away almost immediately. She was dragged back and made 
to confess that she, having intended to take Maley as her 
·husband,. had stolen his spirit. Taiugu, the powerful tree bark 
spirit, came next and joined forces with Kaiali, the lily charm, 

.in order to subdue the guilty one. A loud scuffle followed: 
lily charm and tree bark had set upon and were fighting 
water spirit woman. At this stage Freddy's own spirit flew 
away and the success of his spirit flight was shown by the 
arrival of Moley's captured spirit, which now reentered the 
·boy's body. The shaman's cure ended with the arrival of 
a succession of water spirits coming to the seance, led by 
Imawali himself who was,. in this instance, a forest spirit 
attached to one of Freddy's spirit stones (wata). Possibly 
this illustrated the autonomy of Imawali - of the forest 
sphere, over the category of river spirits personified in Lato. 
The succeeding spirits, each restoring a fraction of Moly's 
spirit after the defeat of water spirit woman, included these: 
first came Mabalwa, the otter or "water dog"; then came 
"the otter's child", another otter called Uruturu; Tunagok 
arrived, a water insect, perhaps a water spider; Yapop'J,,. the 
water spirit connected with the rainbow snake; 20 finally, 
Twengarong came, a female water spirit with long hair. 

What had happened in this seance was as follows; Maley, 
ill with influenza, was declared to have spent too much time 
"walking all about" in the dry season, camping at night on 
exposed sandbanks during fishing expeditions along the 
rivers. This had allowed water spirit woman the opportunity 
of carrying off the boy's spirit. Kaiali, a charm utilized by 
the shaman, had found this out and had forced the culprit 
to come to the seance. The power of the two charms, 
Kaiali the lily charm and Taiugu the tree bark charm, was 
used by the shaman to overwhelm the offending water 
spirit: at the same time, the shaman performed a spirit 
flight and retrieved the captive spirit from Lato's home. He 
was helped in this by the spirits of various water creatures 
who, under the supervision of one of the shaman's spirit 
helpers, an Imawali attached to a spirit stone, 21 all came 
to the seance singing that they were bringing back the boy's 
spirit. 

20. The rainbow is .i qoima, meaning 'big snake". It is associated with the boa 
constrictor. 

21. Akawaio shamans possess a number of sp irit stones (wa~). These are pebbles 
and quartz crystals believed to have inside them a powerful nature- spirit of some 
sort. · 
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The empirical basis of the shaman's verdict shows 
clearly in this particular sean.ce. Although Lato may be an 
ultimate cause of influenza only if one happens to believe 
in water spirits and the spirit causation of sickness, everyone· 
knows that to rush about getting hot and then to sleep in 
the open, on sandbanks where a cold night breeze can strike, 
leads to the possibility of a severe chill. The seance was a 
salutary lesson to the patient and the audience, for it showed. 
them the necessity of taking sensible precautions to guard 
their health when active in the vicinity of rivers . . 
Shamanism as a Procedure for ExerciS'ing Social Control. 

F. W. Kenswil, who knew the language and had the­
closest contacts with the A.kawaio over many years, wrote 
this of the Akawaio shaman: 22 

"They stir up old feuds causing many a murder and thus, 
promote racial suicide. Should a Medicine-man have an 
ill feeling against a man or woman, and he is called to 
treat a sick person,. he tells the family of the sick one,_ 
through the spirits, and they are implicitly believed, that 
his enemy, naming the one he is against, has caused the .. 
illness. Should the patient die, his family, in many cases, 
revenges his death by murdering his .supposed assassin."' 

Kenswil acquired most of his knowledge of shamanism fron1 
Francis, (Cases l, 2 & 8), with whom he founded the· 
settlement of Tagaikapai: he well knew the type of spirit 
pronouncement and the influence which a skilful shaman 
could exercise over inter-relationships and individual 
behaviour. It is not Kenswil's knowledge which I query 
therefore, but his and similar interpretations which have 
been put forward relating to the shaman's role in society. 

Those who condemn the shaman's activities have usually 
done so by interpreting the activity of one society in terms 
of the concepts of another - their own very different one; 
but to understand the role which the shaman plays it is· 
necessary to consider shamanism in its native setting, as: 
part of the system of thought and of action of the particular 
community in which it operates. Although this is a 
commonplace procedure in social anthropological analysis 
there are many - administrators and missionaries in 
particular - who do not fallow it. 

22. F. W. Kenswil. 1941. p. 9. 
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Shamans are not irresponsible people, nor by any means 
the unscrupulous menace to peaceful relations within the 
community or between communities that many have 
suggested. Their critics have failed to appreciate, perhaps, 
that shamans themselves believe a certain enemy to be the 
cause of trouble in each case of sickness and death. 
Shamans appear to believe this .as firmly as does the sick 
person and the rest of the community. Although 
accusations against other tribes may normally be issued with 
impunity,. for distant peoples are unlikely to hear about it or 
even to care very much, shamans consciously run the risk 
of retaliation whenever pronouncements are made which 
directly involve a fellow tribesman. The case of King George 
versus John Charlie (Case 1, pp. 154-8), shows this. Unless 
a fellow tribesman, even more so a fellow villager, is already 
under suspicion for good reasons and condemned by a large 
section of popular opinion, the shaman would be unlikely to 
consider him guilty in the first place: if he did not consider 
him guilty it is even more unlikely that he would dare to 
make a direct pronouncement against him, out of sheer 
personal malice: even vague allusions and hints couched in 
spirit terms would be a dangerous move to make. 

We might take the view that, after all, it would be 
better if the 

/ 
shaman, for the sake of the peace of the 

community and good relationships, suppressed his findings 
and spirit pronouncements. To assert this possibility is to 
misunderstand the judicial implications of the shaman's role, 
as well as to ignore his medical duty. On the one hand it 
would be the equivalent of suggesting that a judge, in his 
summing up in court, should disregard the evidence 
presented and declare an obvious culprit innocent, simply 
in order to try and make out that no cause of friction or 
dispute actually exists. On the other hand, it amounts to 
a suggestion that a doctor should ignore the symptoms on 
which he bases his diagnosis. In terms of Akawaio thought 
and action the shaman following such a course would be 
turning his back on social reality, to betray both his patients 
and the community at large. 

Without specialized research into the affects of induced 
trance on processes of thought, it is difficult to know how 
far pronouncements at a seance are deliberately and 
consciously made and how far they are the outcome of the 
subconscious working of the mind along customary patterns 
of thought. If the seance is a genuine experience of the 
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mind, or spirit,. and the semitrance into which the shaman 
falls creates a sense of exaltation and detachment causing 
pronouncements to be made without deliberate effort, it 
might well prove difficult for a shaman to direct his 
pronouncements consciously, without resorting to a 
thoroughgoing imposture. 

In either case we have to appreciate that the beliefs 
and actions of the Akawaio shaman make up a complemen­
tary pattern for the organization of human relationships 
within their particular type of society. Although the 
shaman's accusations, expressed during the course of his 
seances, may not only state but also exaggerate tensions, 
they are in fact the beginning of a process whereby these 
tensions will eventually be reduced and even, perhaps, 
eliminated. The very statement of an accusation during a 
seance marks the time when a trouble case has become a 
matter for public concern and requires resolution. 

Shamanism should therefore be seen as a mechanism 
which helps to preserve the form of the society and to 
maintain it in working order. 

"Disease is a Social Sanction." 2s 

W.E. Roth came much nearer to a true statement than 
Kenswil 1when he sagaciously emphasized the point that 
although the infliction of sickness might be out of pure 
malevolence, it might also be: 

".. by way of pun·ishment for transgressions commited 
against the recognized rules of law and order as understood 
in Indian society." 24 

On another occasion he recorded that for the Amerindian: 
"Disease or death is not a 'natural' phenomenon, so to 
speak, but is usually due to one of two agencies. It may 
be the work of some Spirit, perpetrated either judicially 
or of mere malice, as some affirm, or through the 
importunity of a votary. An evil Spirit, one who causes 
an evil, might send an animal to bite or sting a person, 
or cause a tree to fall upon him, his axe to cut him, water 
to drown him, or some other calamity".25 

23. H. E. Siqerist. 1955. p. 158. 

24. W. E. Roth. 1915. p. 182. . : .. , 

25. Ib:d. p. 346. quoting C. D. Dance "Chapters from a Guianese Log-book" 1881 p. 289. 
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Among the Akawaio at least, maliciousness of spirits never 
seems to accur without some reason, while some judicial or 
moral connotation is always present, reflecting the state of 
social relationsh ips or behaviour in some way. 

Sigerist has pointed out that in many tribal communities 
disease is the most important social sanction they know: 
through this, he said, disease plays an extremely important 
part in society and the task of medicine is very broad: 

"primitive healer.s, in addition to their medical functions, 
had to assume parts played in civilized societies by judges, 
priests, soldiers, and policemen." 26 

Sickness among the Akawaio is frequently such a sanction,. 
for infringements, omissions and malpractices relating to the 
customary procedures and practices~of every day life in both 
ritual and secular spheres. Many of the cases which I have 
described show clearly that a wrong action or moral offence, 
whether petty or serious, is likely to bring sickness to the 
perpetrator who is thereby punished. The sickness goes 
when matters are righted, when harmony in nature and 
society has been attained once more. 

Disease as a Manifestation of Social Strife. 

The Akawaio believe that sickness may come upon a 
person because he or she has done wrong. They also believe 
that sickness may result from inter-personal animosity, such 
as that which King George was believed to have in.flicted on 
John Charlie (Case 1). In addition, sickness may result 
from inter-group animosity, between river groups or tribes. 
In this latter instance, the sickness is the result of 
disharmonious relationships implicit in opposing groups of 
people, giving rise to evil thoughts and intentions on the 
part of those involved. The victim of such a situation may 
not have done wrong,. nor the people of his community: his 
sufferings do not constitute a sanction on behaviour but arise 
out of a particular form of social order,. a set of structural 
relations and accompanying sentiments. In such situations 
the shaman has a political role to play which I describe 
elsewhere. 27 

26. H. E. Sigerist. 1955. p. 157 q uoting E. H. Ackerk necht, "Primitive Medicin&" 
Tians. New York Acad. Sci., 1945 II, 8: 26 - 37. 

(27) Oth er roles played by the shaman hove been d e ocribed in general terms in 
"Trances" by Wovell (Ed.) Epton and Butt, to be publishe d b y Allen & Unwin in 
the a u tumn of 1966. 
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To cure both mind and body, therefore, it is necessary 
to sort out social problems of one kind or another and to 
restore a proper, moral order in community life. This is the 
link between the medical and legal role of the shaman. He 
is the specialist for the cure of illness: he it is who, working 
within the patterns of thought and belief of his culture, 
provides the details of the connection between the sickness 
and the disruptive circumstances in the society. He begins 
to investigate the relevant factors, the links in a chain of 
causation, before the seance when chatting informally, 
listening to gossip and to the views of the patient and rela­
tives. What he learns he will amplify and work out in trance 
condition. 

A seance then,. is a mechanism for enquiry and 
investigation during which relevant evidence is extracted and 
re-presented. A skilful shaman will use it as the occasion 
for considering all the strands of thought and modes of 
behaviour which have any possible bearing on the case. He 
will; in spirit guise, formulate the entire situation. Finally, 
he provides an explanation of the illness and ~o a remedy. 
By this procession of events the shaman succeeds in 
translating illness and the causes of death into comprehen­
sible, social terms. The agency through which the sanction 
of disease works is thus the shaman in his role of consultor 
and summoner of the spirits for purposes of diagnosis of 
sickness: the occasion is the period of trance when it is 
believed that contact with the moral order of the s.pirit 
world i! achieved. 

Discussion. 

It is the shan;ian's task to battle with evil forces by 
using benevolent and good forces. His object is to restore 
harmony and health in the individual and in society. If 
the individual has done wrong or become involved in 
contentious actions then the shaman aims to adjust 
relationships between the individual and his fellows. Some 
of the methods the shaman adopts during the seance have 
already been mentioned. These are now listed in order that 
a proper assessment may be made of the importance of the 
seance as a legal mechanism. 

The Seance as an Open Court of Enquiry. 

The Akawaio have no specific law courts or judges. 
Although the village leader (ebulu) and his helpers, the heads 
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of families (boidoludong) talk together, discuss and arrange 
village affairs,. they do no formally investigate cases of wrong 
doing or disputes. The seance, on the other hand, is a public 
assembly which frequently provides the oc·casion for the 
working out of social problems of which a case of illness is 
believed. to be only the outward symptom. Therefore it 
sometimes fulfils the functions of the court of justice. 

The fact that the general public can listen and take part 
by questioning and discussion is most important. During 
the .seance there is a continual process of taking evidence 
and cross-examining everyone concerned - processes 
described by Gluckman as '''essential in the analysis of 
law". 28 Gossip is confirmed or denied: actions can be 
explained and justified: confessions can be forced and 
retractions made. A well conducted seance provides an 
occasion for bringing into the open all the troubles and 
problems of the group of people assembled, the petty disputes 
and malpractices as well as major sources of ftisruption. 
By exposing them in this way, in a controlled social setting, 
the path is open for settlement and a gen.era! restoration 
of good relationships and group unity. 

The Seance as a Source of Social Pressure. 

No one person or group has authority sufficient to force 
their will on the rest in Akawaio community organization. 
Moreover, personal confrontation is extremely unpleasant 
and embarrassing to an Akawaio who will do his utmost 
to avoid it. Efforts to impose unwelcome pressure on others 
within the village community cannot in any case last long, 
for families will assert their independence by simply going 
off and living alone or with relations, in a more congenial 
atmosphere (viz. King George's stated intentions in Case 1). 
If there is trouble of any sort the first action of an Akawaio 
is to remove himself at a distance from it, to retreat. In 
these circumstances the seance is ideally suited to the control 
of disputes, obtaining an acceptable verdict and imposing 
good conduct, without, in the process, paying the price of 
complete social disruption. 

First of all, the very darkness enveloping the seance, 
which always takes place in pitc·h blackness at night, is an 
aid to enquiry. No one can witness the expression of another, 

(28) M. Gluck man, 1965, p. 189. 
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see embarrassment or dislike or any visual expression of an 
emotional reaction. By excluding all but sound, with his 
audience in their hammocks, suspended . as it were, in time 
and space, the shaman achieves a sense of intimacy and yet, 
at the same instant, a feeling of disassociation from physical 
reality. 

The placing of the enquiry at a spirit level also helps to 
remove the personal element which may off end. The 
shaman is the medium only: the spirits use him to question 
and probe, at times mercilessly. The spirits uncover all 
the intimate and sometimes disgraceful details of a culprit's 
actions. They are the ones who are sarcastic, condemning, 
amusing and witty at the culprit's expense. A spirit may 
reveal and say things with impunity which no Akawaio 
would dare even hint at on other occasions - even in private 
conversation. In this way, the shaman, who automatically 
takes on the responsibility for solving disputes and cases 
of wrong-doing when he undertakes to heal, shifts the burden 
of responsibility onto the spirits, utilizing the accepted belief 
that it is not he but the spirits who pronounce. In spite 
of this he does run risks from times to time, as did Francis 
in the case of King George versus John Charlie. In this 
respect he shares the same disability as interpreters and 
messengers who, in translating or bearing unpleasant 
communications, also endure rebuke as though they were 
the originators of unwelcome news. 

Knowing the sensitivity of their people, shamans often 
couch their enquiries and their strictures on behaviour in 
more subtle forms. In this respect they have to judge the 
character of the participants and to assess the most 
effective means of dealing with a case. If offences have 
been committed which involve some shame at their public 
exposure then the spirits may be content with thinly 
disguised references sufficient to draw attention to the 
situation and to cause the culprit to mend his behaviour. 
Such was the procedure in Case 2 (pp. 158~160). Here a 
careful selection of appropriate spirits helped to reinforce 
the lesson. Another method used by the shaman is to pour 
scorn on someone who has failed to fulfil his obligations: 
under guise of joking the shaman seeks to cajole him or her 
into conformation and a proper mode of behaviour. The 
vagueness and the impersonal pressures exerted are 
important virtues of the seance in respect to the social milieu 
in whiC'h it functions. 
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In obtaining comments from his seance audience the 
shaman is enabled to sound out public opinion before bringing 
a case to a conclusion. Sometimes members of the audience 
stand up to the spirits (Case 2) and this may mean that 
the shaman has to bring fresh evidence and renewed pressure 
by summoning more spirits who will comment afresh. Ger­
trude Dole points out that the shaman's tactic of exchanging 
opinions with the audience is a device which "makes it 
possible for him to formulate a verdict which they will 
accept." 29 Certainly a skilful Akawaio shaman, in a case 
of wrong-doing or dispute, will endeavour to take his audience 
with him, through a series of stages of opinion, with the 
object of arriving at a suitable conclusion in which spirits 
and audience are at one. This process may take more than 
one seance. Over a period of time. in the case of a long 
illness, a number of seances may reflect the changing state 
of public opinion as to its real source. This in itself is often 
the result of a changed set of social circumstances. Case 1 
shows this, for when the cause of social upheaval was 
removed with the retreat of King George f:rom the village 
and the abandonment of this claim to leadership, the cause 
of the continuing illness became assigned to a ghost and,, 
finally, to sorcery ( edodo) . 

The shaman's power of clairvoyance, whereby he 
perceives spirits - guilty ones as well as spirit helpers -
sometimes makes the seance something of a deterrant. It 
is generally accepted that the spirits know everything and 
that therefore it is no good hiding from them. Since it 
is the shaman's duty to interrogate the spirits who will 
speak through him, everything will become known at the 
seance. Absence from the seance on the part of a culprit 
does not prevent the spirits from revealing what they know. 
Cases 1 and 2 show this. To protest that the spirits have 
made a mistake, as King George did with great indignation, 
does not convince public opinion, provided there are good 
reasons behind the spirits' pronouncements. King George 
was too deeply involved in a quarrel which could have led 
to village disruption: the illness of the village leader provided 
a convenient occasion (from an outsider's point of view at 
least) for bringing a dangerous and unpleasant situation to 
a head. Clearly King George would have to change his 
attitude or go,, if the village were to remain at peace. The 
seance mechanism achieved this more effectively and with less 

(29) G. E. Dole-, 1964, p. 58. 
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disturbance than a face to face row between the two families 
would have done. 

Thus, there are functions of the seance which can be 
labelled legal, if by legal is included measures for the 
regulation of community relationships, a powerful sanction 
for correct behaviour and the enforcement of customary 
procedures, ritual and other. The shaman, utilising spirit 
possession where other legal functionaries use the police 
force, law courts and penal service as means of investigation, 
rectification and coercion, is in this system the interpreter 
of the moral basis of the society and the guardian of social 
order. Consultation of the spirits, as a form of div1-1ation, 
is a method of social control comparable in this reE _Ject to 
forms of divination in other parts of the world. 

The shaman, then, has a central role as the conductor 
of judicial processes contained within the seance. Exactly 
how much individual freedom of action has he? This is a 
difficult question. He is certainly bound by the system he 
operates, in some ways strictly so. He cannot, for example, 
alter the basic facts which are believed to bear on a case, 
for they are known to too many people and the seance 
enquiry is public·. Personal prejudice cannot operate too 
blatantly, otherwise his shaman practice would be in questio~ 
and his personal relationships suffer. His pronouncements, 
as they affect his own people, are always related to strife, 
quarrels and friction of some sort, or they take into account 
wrong and ill-advised behaviour. He does not instigate 
these causes of social disharmony, but where they exist he 
brings them into the open and to a climax by seeking to 
resolve them. Throughout the seance proceedings he has 
to take public opinion into account since this is freely 
expressed in conversations between members of the audience 
and the spirits speaking through the shaman. 

These processes which the shaman conducts and the 
framework of action and concepts within which he works, 
form a set pattern. He cannot throw these aside and go 
his own way, any more than a lawyer or judge can ignore 
the accepted legal practices of his profession. Like his legal 
colUeagues in more complex,. differentiated societies, .each 
shaman will differ in skill and personal judgement in his 
handling of cases. A young shaman is unlikely to show the 
same perspicacity and subtlety as an older, experienced one. 
Some may never show the ability to deal with wider issues 
and they c'Onfine themselves to simple healing techniques and 
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to handling family matters only. Others, like Francis, show 
a wisdom and integrity which gains them respect throughout 
the tribe; people come from a distance to consult them; they 
are asked to undertake long journeys to treat the more 
helpless. The Akawaio themselves speak of the penetration 
and understanding of mature shamans but they express it, 
as we have already seen, in spirit terms: so they are the ones 
who have ability to penetrate what is hidden from others, 
for "the ones who perceive" are eneogei, clairvoyant. 

I have considered the virtues of the shaman system in 
its functioning as a legal mechanism which well fits the 
equalitarian, simply organised society of the Akawaio and 
which helps to compensate for ('Or substitute for) the lack of 
specific legal and political institutions. In this, my data 
bears out the hypotheses which Dr. Gertrude Dole has put 
forward in her excellent article "Shamanism and Political 
Control among the Kuikuru". The Kuikuru,. Carib speakers 
like the Akawaio, have a very similiar organisation to the 
latter - in which formal leadership is weak and few special 
obligations and privileges are attributed to the headman. 
Not only does the headman not control social behaviour but 
Dr. Dole points out that the ceremonial system provides few 
regulations and the Kuikuru generally, have few restrictive 
rules for social behaviour. Her first postulate is this: 31 

"In view of the lack of effective social control in political 
and ceremonial structure, the possibility suggest itself 
that the Kuikuru may resort to other and less direct 
mechanisms to reinforce norms and preserve social 
cohesion. Such a mechanism is in fact to be found in 
shamanism''. 

At the end of her article, having demonstrated such a 
correlation among the Kuikuru, Dr. Dole put forward this 
hypothesis: 32 

"... a comparative study of societies with very permissive 
social behaviour might reveal correlation between the 
absence of strong political leadership and the use of 
shamanistic divination to reinforce social norms." 

My Akawaio data does, I think, go a long way towards 
supporting the conclusions which Kuikuru material 
suggested. 

(30) A J. Butt, 1962, p. 6. 
(31) G. E. Dole, 1964, p. 54. 
(32'} Ibid. p. 61 . 
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Nevertheless, although the seance meets an important and 
indispensable requirement there are some spheres in which 
it cannot act and where other processes intervene. The 
focal point of Akawaio legal apparatus is not always the 
shaman. 33 

Nowadays at least, not every community has at its 
disposal a seance mechanism. Where there is no shaman 
living in the community,. or within a reasonable distance, 
then this avenue for enquiry and resolution is closed,. at least 
temporarily. Years ago when, according to the Akawaio 
there were more shamans, the situation may have been 
different. To-day, it might be argued, the smaller population 
and the presence of missions, a hopital and a government 
administration all help to replace the shaman. I would query 
this assertion: the type of dispute and social friction which 
the shaman deals with does not usually come to the notice 
of an administrator, or even a missionary. If it does, it 
often comes too late to be healed without some disruption: 
moreover, many of the cases are such that they are unsuitable 
for any outsider to settle competently - or indeed to attempt 
to settle at all. A direct enquiry of an official sort is too 
heavy-handed a procedure to unravel the intricate web of 
minor misdeeds with a complexity of motives,. intentions and 
fears surrounding each. Any imposed punishment would 
be unsuitable in such circumstances of wrong-doing as 
occurred, for example, in Case 4 (pp. 161-8). A District 
Officer would scarcely feel able to rebuke and punish a 
woman for eating meat after a birth or for uttering mystical 
threats against an ex-boy friend. Any long suffering Akawaio 
leader (ebulu) could tell him of the futility of lecturing the 
culprits in public. A sense of shame induced in the culprits 
by this procedure would be nullified in its effects by general 
public discomforture and indignation, aroused by the 
combination of outside interference and the inappropriately 
direct method of direct accusation and face to face encounter. 
Petty and misguided as they may appear to outsiders, such 
cases represent frictions and troubles which could grow to 
considerable proportions, by sheer repetition and accumula­
tion, if not effectively dealt with by diplomatic manipulation. 
indirect pressures and a public opinion suitably mobilised 
by the shaman in the conduct of his seances. 

It must not be forgotten that the basic shamanist 
occasion is always a medical one, in which the most obvious 

(33) Ibid . p . 60. 
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need is the protection and assistance of the spirit world for 
the restoration of health in an individual. As a consequence, 
the shaman's judicial functions relate to those types of cases 
which contain hidden elements: cases in which surpressed 
animosities are nourished,. in which tensions exist as the 
accompaniment to certain forms of inter-relationships, in 
which wrong doing is intended to be secret or is without 
conscious realization. In contrast to these cases are those 
of open violence, when quarrels are actually seen to occur 
as frustrated and angry individuals seek to resolve their 
differences by the traditional form of wrestling match, by 
fighting, or even assassination. The shaman in h is 
professional capacity has no part to play on these occasions. 
The resolution of them lies in the action of individuals 
supported by the:ir kin. 

The shaman's role therefore, is not open intervention 
at any time when open hostility occurs but the revelation 
during the seance of the smouldering enmity which may one 
day lead to violence or to accusations of sorcery (edodo) and 
cursing (taling). It is this type of development which, if 
unchecked, will suddenly disrupt community life and perhaps 
the community itself, breaking up its component parts. by 
scattering the family units into isolation or, at least,. into a 
completely new alignment. In other words, the shaman in 
his seance, from time to time, provides his group with an 
unrivalled means for the exposure and resolution of all the 
tensions to which any small, closely knit community is prone. 
In performing this servic·e he is an important figure in the 
promotion of unity and - a desirable state of mutual co­
operation between families - a .state on which a satisfying 
economic, material and social life depends. 

Conclusion. 

In Akawaio belief illness is a pointer to a state of dis­
harmony: it may be disharmony in certain types of social 
relationships within the community or it may derive from 
the structural relationships between groups: wrong behaviour 
of any kind also causes disharmony as do evil thoughts and 
intentions in people's minds. Although evil intentions and 
spirits are not admitted in scientific medicine the effects 
on health of social environment and state of personal 
relationships are. Strife and unhappiness, maladjustment 
in some form, can create the conditions for sickness to enter 
and take a hold, where in happier circumstances it might 
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not do so. The social factors in medicine,, the aim of social 
medicine to adjust an individual to the social as well as the 
physical environment, are, at their very broadest, similar in 
both the Akawaio shamanist system and that of modern 
medical science. 

In societies in which there is a lack of specialized 
political and legal personnel and in which specifically 
legal institutions are wanting, the shaman is a much a social 
worker as a medical doctor, for in his efforts to heal the 
individual he also helps to heal the community. 
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