
Shamanic Leadership:

Re-visioning Leadership via Shamanic Principles

David Scott Savlowitz

9571 Lemon Street

Villa Park, California 92861-2829

949 697 9977

Pacific Graduate Institute, Track J

DP-731 Depth Psychology and Cultural Issues I

Alan Kilpatrick Ph.D.

April 7, 2010

Savlowitz@me.com

Running Head: SHAMANIC LEADERSHIP 1

mailto:Savlowitz@me.com
mailto:Savlowitz@me.com


Abstract

The modern world is replete with social pathologies, existential angst, and inter-cultural 

polarizations. Our problems run deep, broad, and wide. And peeling our collective psychological 

onion and attempting to diagnose the root causes of our diseases (and dis-eases) is seemingly 

sisyphean in scope. But if one takes a herculean step back and scans the epochs of history, one 

may quickly surmise that a community, culture, and country can evolve or devolve based on one 

singular foundational ingredient: leadership. For eons the vision, behavior, and motivations of a 

single human being blazed enduring paths for legions of followers towards enchanting, 

liberating, and individuating evolutions of life (think Gandhi) . . . and conversely, debilitating, 

colonizing, and disintegrating de-evolutions of life (think Hitler). It is my thesis that leaders that 

imbue shamanic principles are the catalysts for a healthy society. Diagnosis: The modern world 

has a dearth of what I will call Shamanic Leaders and a misguided understanding of the core 

ingredients of an authentic leader1. Prognosis: The solution to authentic leadership lies in our 

past. Ask the following quesitons: Where are our leaders? Are we electing people who care about 

our community? How confident are you that our leaders are motivated to improve our 

communitiesÕ quality of life versus their bank accounts? Have you engaged in a meaningful 

dialogue with an authentic leader lately? My answers to the aforementioned questions are: I have 

no idea, no, very low, and no. It seems as if we need to take a trip to the movie theater or peruse 

fiction in order to find an authentic humanistic model of leadership. In essence, we are a society 

starving and thirsty for leadership -- yet deaf, dumb, and blind to the core ingredients of 

authentic leadership . . . or what I will refer to as shamanic leadership.
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1 I define an authentic leader as one who guides each member of the community to integrate the 
needs, wellness, and quality of life of the whole community into their everyday life.



Therefore, it is my contention that our modern world can re-vision leadership by 

exploring the ancient past, and specifically, the shamanic tradition. This essay will introduce two 

hypotheses of discussion: 1) Four Functions of Shamanic Leadership; and 2) Four Processes to 

Becoming a Shamanic Leader. Prescription: TodayÕs leaders-in-training should embrace the four 

functions and four processes that foster responsible, authentic, empathetic, and humanistic 

attributes; and more importantly, mentor our next generation in leading our communities towards 

an ensouled approach to living.

Out of Touch . . . Out of Mind . . . Out of Soul

  The human race is out of touch . . .  figuratively, literally, physically, mentally, 

spiritually, and soulfully. How do I know this? Simple observation reveals that our modern age 

values thinking over feeling, sensing over intuition, competitiveness over collaboration, and 

anything tangible over everything intangible. We are an ever-expanding collection of cultures 

numbering nearly seven billion people who are seemingly all converging upon the modern 

mythology of Occam's Razor: a heuristic tool that, at its simplest translation, means that Òall 

things being equal, the simplest explanation tends to be the right oneÓ (Zemeckis, 1997). Our 

modern day truths are very simple: make as much money as possible, consume as much as you 

can, produce as much as you can, avoid as much work as possible, and look as good as you can 

while fulfilling the former four objectives. In todayÕs world, ÒhavingÓ is the one-word mono-

myth of our modern world. Expanding upon FrommÕs (1994) seminal work The Art of Being, I 

believe having is also synonymous with other modern mythical phrases such as net operating 

income, bank account balance, and asset value. Is this working? Surveys clearly indicate that 

there has been very little correlation with an increase in wealth, consumption, and production 
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versus quality of life. ÒThe United States is much richer than it was 50 years ago, but this has 

produced no measurable increase in overall happinessÓ (Brooks, 2010, para 5). What is sadly 

needed in our society is a restructuring of what we believe we need (and want). In essence, we 

are out of touch with how to direct our lives towards more meaningful and authentic quality of 

life experiences. How did this happen? Simple. We have shunned and discounted what is 

invisible to us. Concepts such as spirit, soul, passion, creativity, imagination, and love are deeply 

discounted and ignored because they are immeasurable . . .  and in our modern world, anything 

that is immeasurable has nil value. In essence, we have become more of a calculating machine 

akin to AsimovÕs (1950) I, Robot or WachowskiÕs (1999) The Matrix . . . and less of an 

experiential human being. Jung (1976) summarizes this in the following passage:

Through scientific understanding, our world has become dehumanized. Man feels himself 
isolated in the cosmos. He is no longer involved in nature and has lost his emotional 
participation in natural events, which hitherto had a symbolic meaning for him. Thunder 
is no longer the voice of a god, nor is lightning his avenging missile. No river contains a 
spirit, no tree means a manÕs life, no snake is the embodiment of wisdom, and no 
mountain still harbours [sic] a great demon. Neither do things speak to him nor can he 
speak to things, like stones, springs, plants, and animals. He no longer has a bush-soul 
identifying him with a wild animal. His immediate communication with nature is gone 
forever, and the emotional energy it generated has sunk into the unconscious (p. 255).

How can we re-humanize ourselves? How can we change? Do people want to change? For many 

individuals married to their gas guzzling automobiles, oversized homes, over-extended credit 

cards and shackled to their cell phones, e-mail, Twitter, Facebook, and DirecTV . . . it is going to 

be a Òtough sell.Ó Modern western culture makes it difficult for people to comprehend and 

embrace the value of what they can not count; the invisibles, intangibles, metaphors, images, 

symbolism, depth psychology, spirit, and soul of life. But as we traverse the first few decades of 

the 21st century, it is imperative that we change the course of our Cartesian one sidedness and 
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begin to integrate a more experiential, qualitative, and depth-approach to life. There is no doubt 

this societal U-turn must involve insightful and inspirational leadership that can harness the 

ancient wisdom of the past. So we first must examine our past.

 Freud (1955/1920) presents many examples of our human condition linked to our 

ancestry, lineage, traditions, instincts, rites of passage, and primal behavior in Beyond the 

Pleasure Principle. As a society, we need to occasionally climb out of our deep rabbit hole of 

nano-technology and periodically jettison our way out of our vast black hole of myopic logic to 

embrace our humanness and trans-relational being. Although focusing on the present and the 

future is absolutely vital to human life (Freud would define this focused attention to the here-

and-now and immediate future as the primary goal of man in seeking both pleasure and 

satisfaction), we cannot forget or discount our soulful third element: our history. We must heed 

what McCullough (as cited in www.finestquotes.com, 2009) warns: ÒHistory is a guide to 

navigation in perilous times. History is who we are and why we are the way we areÓ (para. 1). 

Along this line of reasoning, I constructed a table of universal time-neutral elements of our 

human condition and contrasted how these elements were constellated and objectified in ancient 

times versus modern times (See Appendix A). What may be instructive here is that one path out 

of the rabbit hole of technocentricity (and black hole of objectcentricity) is through integrating 

ancient processes and rituals within our modern culture. By making a move backward and deeper 

towards history (i.e. soul) we can then, and only then, simultaneously move forward and upward 

toward a bright and humanistic future (i.e. spirit). We must disprove Hegel (as cited in 

www.goodreads.com, 2009) when he declares ÒWe learn from history that we do not learn from 

historyÓ (para. 2). So history provides us a framework with many potential solutions and 

soulutions. I hypothesize that the ancient ways of the shaman provide an embodied and authentic 

Running Head: SHAMANIC LEADERSHIP 5



leadership model we should embrace, practice, and teach our next generation. However, we must 

first learn that because we are out of touch, we are out of mind and out of soul . . . and thus, begin 

to truly embrace the invisibles, intangibles, and immeasurables of life. In essence, we must honor 

what Heraclitus said 2,500 years ago: ÒThe real constitution of each thing is accustomed to hide 

itselfÓ (trans. 2007).

The Root of the Matter

 Hugo (1907) said ÒChange your opinions, keep to your principles; change your leaves, 

keep intact your rootsÓ (para. 3). In honoring the rootedness of the human condition, letÕs attempt 

to craft a modern definition of a shaman: A shaman is a spiritual and soulful leader of a 

community that is sought after for knowledge, healing, advice, guidance, and interpretation of 

life forces. Okay, this may seem a bit too generic and vacuous . . . so letÕs dig a little deeper. If 

we are to translate shamanic leadership within a mainstream society that is built upon hyper 

capitalism, infinite production, and unsatiated consumption revolving around an individual 

psychology based on Òfilling the empty selfÓ (Cushman, 1995, p. 210), we somehow must 

navigate ourselves towards a less machine-like-orientation and more towards a humanistic 

orientation. We must remember that Òinfinite growth in a finite environment is an obvious 

impossibilityÓ (Schumacher, 1973, p. 33). Thus, we must rid ourselves of poisonous roots that 

feed our machine like behavior and re-root ourselves in humanity. T.S. Eliot (1922) reminds us 

that we must be mindful of unhealthy roots: ÒWhat are the roots that clutch, what branches grow 

out of this stony rubbish?Ó (p. 52). We are organisms evolved over two million years . . . 

hardwired with a myriad of human instincts. Why we ignore our behavioral roots is beyond 

comprehension. It is who we are. It is why we are.
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Jung states (1933/1955):

Every civilized human being, whatever his conscious development, is still an archaic man 
at the deeper levels of the psyche. Just as the human body connects us with the mammals 
and displays numerous relics of the earlier evolutionary stages going back to the reptilian 
age, so the human psyche is likewise a product of evolution, which, when followed to its 
origins, shows countless archaic traits (p. 126).

 According to Stevens (1993), these archaic traits mirror JungÕs archetypal theory, Claude Levi 

StraussÕs cultural universals, Adolf BastianÕs Elementargedanken (elementary ideas), George 

Murdoch and Robin FoxÕs catalog of social characteristics, Niko TinbergenÕs innate releasing 

mechanisms,  Charles Lumsden and Edward WilsonÕs  epigenic rules, and C.H. WaddingtonÕs 

epigenic pathways (p. 14-21). How did we evolve into a society that ignored our instinctual 

needs? It seems anathema to living an authentic life.

Four Functions of Shamanic Leadership

 Over the prior three months I administered an informal (i.e. unscientific) survey to a 

handful of friends and associates by asking the following question: ÒWhat do you think a 

Shaman does?Ó Almost without deviation, the composite response went something like this: ÒA 

Shaman is some old guy who chants and heals people with voodoo.Ó I have to admit, 18 months 

ago I would have rifled-off a similar description. But after reading over 18,000 pages of depth 

psychology over that same period, one can only be astonished at the lack of knowledge regarding 

one of the most important symbols of human leadership of all time. And thus, a potential thesis 

question was born: How does a Shaman lead? After consolidating my notes from various 

readings, I created four timeless functions (i.e. roles) of Shamanic Leadership: Healer, Teacher, 

Ritualist, and Futurist. Each function is steeped in thousands of years of tradition -- imbued with 

broad, deep, and wide archetypal attributes that embrace a depth psychological tradition with 
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obvious benefits for modern society.

 The first function of the Shamanic Leader is that of healer. According to the Oxford 

English Dictionary (ÒOEDÓ), an earlier form of the word healer is Òh¾lanÓ (2010) -- ÒTo make 

whole or sound in bodily condition; to free from disease or ailment, restore to health or 

soundness; to cure.Ó As we all know life is not perfect . . .  far from it. Life is a never ending 

cycle of turbulent twists, ecstatic highs, horrific lows, labyrinthic confusion, beatific clarity, 

wonder, love, hatred, birth, and death. What is sorely needed in todayÕs society are individuals 

that have the knowledge, talent, intuition, and empathy to heal our psychological wounds as we 

traverse through life. The Shaman Leader as Healer helps people recover from physical, mental, 

and spiritual illness. From a depth psychological lens, The Shaman Leader as Healer will help 

patients recover from soul loss which is analogous to modern day depression (Kilpatrick, 

personal conversation, February 2010). For a Shaman Leader, affecting wellness, fitness, and 

health are de riguer. What authentic empathetic leader would not play an active role in helping 

his or her employees, flock, congregation, community, and friends to better health? 

Unfortunately, todayÕs modern leaders are most concerned with the quantitative bottom line. If 

you examine most corporate charters, the CEOÕs fiduciary duty, above all else, is the health and 

welfare of the corporation and the growth of stock holder equity. Seldom do business people 

emphasize the mental, physical, and spiritual concerns of the individuals or community they 

serve. Imagine the change in our cultural view of leaders from that of distrustful, greed-

mongering, power-hungary, ego-driven personalities . . . into empathetic, feeling-centered, 

nature-driven human beings? Yet, how does a Shamanic Leader as Healer evolve into an 

empathetic, feeling-toned being? In the most simple of terms, the modern Shamanic Leader is 

able to integrate what is conscious with what is unconscious. Integrate and heal the split between 
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humanity and nature. Integrate and heal the split between logic and ambiguity. Integrate and heal 

the split between the personal and transpersonal. Integration and heal the split between complex 

pairs of opposites. Quite similar to JungÕs analytical psychology, the Shamanic Leader as Healer 

excels at unfolding and enfolding both the conscious and unconscious so prevalent within and 

throughout our humanity.

People live as though they were walking in shoes too small for them. That quality of 
eternity which is so characteristic of the life of primitive man is entirely lacking. 
Hemmed round by rationalistic walls, we are cut off from the eternity of nature. 
Analytical psychology seeks to break through these walls by digging up again the 
fantasy-images of the unconscious that our rationalism has rejected. These images lie 
beyond the walls; they are part of the nature in us, which lies buried in our path against 
which we have barricaded ourselves behind walls of reason. Analytical psychology tries 
to resolve the resultant conflict not by going Òback to natureÓ with Rousseau, but by 
holding on to the level of reason we have successfully reached, and by enriching 
consciousness with the knowledge of menÕs psychic foundations. (Jung, 1969/1928, CW 
8., para. 739).

In order to enlarge the small shoes we walk in, one of the attributes of the Shamanic Leader as 

Healer is in the allowance for spontaneity. According to the OED, spontaneous (2010) means ÒOf 

personal actions: arising or proceeding entirely from natural impulse, without any external 

stimulus or constraint; voluntary and of one's own accord.Ó According to Sandner & Wong 

(1997) who authored a The Sacred Heritage: The Influence of Shamanism on Analytical 

Psychology, spontaneity is a sacred attribute.

The shaman, like any personality, is not of his own making; rather, he is an individual 
seized upon by autonomous psychic forces in the most spontaneous way. It is this 
spontaneity that is understood by his fellows as the surest sign of an authentic ÔelectionÕ 
to the role of healer (p. 21).

Perhaps the act of spontaneity itself acts as a spiritual receptor during the healing process.

 The second function is that of teacher. According to the OED, teacher (2010) means 

Òto teach, to show, point out, to give instruction, to announce, to show, point out, declare, warn, 
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persuade.Ó However, before one teaches, one must learn, understand, embrace, and honor 

history . . . which is the vast repository of all knowledge and wisdom. And to complement this 

perpetual thirst for history, the Shaman Leader as Teacher allows his intuition to flourish among 

the lessons from history.

I found to my gratification that many of my intuitions had historical analogues. Above all 
I was attracted to the thought of Pythagoras, Heraclitus, Empedocles, and Plato, despite 
the Ôlong-windedness of Socratic argumentation. Their ideas were beautiful and 
academic, like pictures in a gallery (Jung, 1961/1989, p. 68).

Another vital aspect of the Shamanic Leader as Teacher is to guide students towards their own 

experiences. Etymologically, experience means Òknowledge gained by repeated trials, to test, try, 

feel, undergoÓ (as cited in etymonline.com, 2010). The importance of human experience is what 

the Shaman Leader as Teacher emphasizes in contrast to the modern mode of vicarious 

experiences (e.g. on-line computer gaming versus outdoor exploration), rote memorization (e.g. 

reading for memorization of facts versus reading for life parables), and over-intellectualizing 

(e.g. learning from conceptual mapping and hypothetical experiences versus learning from real 

life, embodied, participatory experiences). Consequently, a modern Shaman Leader, like a 

empathetic depth psychologist, will be capable of balancing this dichotomy of ego-conscious 

needs and numinous-unconscious pangs.

The doctor who has felt this dichotomy to the depths of his being will also be able to 
reach a better understanding of the unconscious psychic processes, and will be saved 
from the danger of inflation to which the psychologist is prone. The doctor who does not 
know from his own experience the numinosity of the archetypes will scarcely be able to 
escape their negative effect when he encounters it in his practice. He will tend to over or 
underestimate it, since he possesses only an intellectual point of view but no empirical 
criterion. This is where those perilous aberrations begin, the first of which is the attempt 
to dominate everything by the intellect. This serves the secret purpose of placing both 
doctor and patient at a safe distance from the archetypal effect and thus from real 
experience, and of substituting for psychic reality an apparently secure, artificial, but 
merely two-dimensional conceptual world in which the reality of life is well covered up 
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by so-called clear concepts. Experience is stripped of its substance, and instead mere 
names are substituted, which are henceforth put in the place of reality. No one has any 
obligations to a concept; that is what is so agreeable about conceptuality -- it promises 
protection from experience. The spirit does not dwell in concepts, but in deeds and in 
facts. Words butter no parsnips; nevertheless, this futile procedure is repeated ad 
infinitum (Jung, 1961/1989, p. 144).

 The third function is that of futurist. Although my readings and research did not 

specifically focus on the shaman as a futurist, my interpretation is that a shamanÕs role is to guide 

the members of his community towards a safer fruitful future. Thus, a shaman is very sensitive to 

pending changes in  the life cycle of people, animals, plants, earth, and the transpersonal (i.e. 

souls and spirits). According to the OED, a futurist (2010) is Òone who has regard to or studies 

the future; a believer in human progress.Ó As a recent and vivid example, the limpia2 I 

experienced, as conducted by Dr. Kilpatrick, was nothing short of an enlightened epiphany of my 

future (personal conversation, March 2010). Quite startled by the accuracy and implied 

description of my Òfeeling toned complexes,Ó Dr. Kilpatrick communicated a highly spiritual yet 

intelligent extrapolation (empathetic divination?) of my future life. In a nutshell, Dr. Kilpatrick 

warned about my need to Òslow downÓ and Ònot conquer many worlds at onceÓ and that my 

health might be a concern if I did not heed this advise. What was my appraisal of this 

experience? How did I feel about this type of forecast? Well, I consider my self a quadruple-

decker skeptic: New Yorker, Jewish, business owner, and econometrician . . . yet this experience 

profoundly resonated with me. Thus, if I can be affected by such a heartfelt, feeling-based, and 

intuitive-based assessment of my future (i.e. qualitative, not quantitative), there are countless 

others that can benefit. Analogously, the business realm calls this Òscenario analysisÓ and 

conducing an LRBP (i.e. Long Term Business Plan). What is extremely interesting to me is that 
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economists (such as myself) use sophisticated econometric/mathematical models to forecast the 

future, yet, in order to do so, there must be inputs (which we call ÒvariablesÓ ÒindicatorsÓ and 

ÒassumptionsÓ) that can only be made subjectively, qualitatively, and ultimately based on 

intuition, feelings, and experience. Is that not what the Shaman Leader as Futurist does par 

excellence?

 Forecasting is an occupation spanning thousands of years ever since the first person 

(shaman?) scanned the stars attempting to correlate future events controlled by invisible deities. 

Fast forward to the past 500 years and western culture has attempted to evolve forecasting into a 

pure mathematical science. At last count, there were over 40,000 institutions and software 

products that rely on mathematics to predict the future . . . and seemingly every day there are 

hundreds of published forecasts from thousands of ÒforecastersÓ informing us with various levels 

of confidence and conviction what is going to happen next.3 But let us not forget for one second 

that forecasting is and will never be a pure science. Allow me to reiterate: Òqualitative 

assumptionsÓ need to be made to produce any single forecast; subjective assumptions which can 

not be based on pure objective fact. Thus, any person making these critical assumptions should 

have have a firm grasp about the human condition, human experience, nature, depth psychology, 

ambiguity, and soul.

 So how does this all relate back to the Shaman Leader as Futurist? Good leadership leads, 

guides, sees ahead, and sees through with empathy. Just break apart the word leadership and you 

get someone who is a Òlead-shipÓ . . . a leader who helps both individuals and communities 

become better navigators (to plot their course) towards a fruitful future and become better 

helmsmen (in which to steer their life) towards happiness and fullness. In essence, we need 
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leaders to guide us towards a future we believe in. Without this hope and belief, many people 

would become rudderless ships. Simply, without a strong lead ship, a soulful navigator, and 

careful helmsman, one and all are lost. From a depth psychological lens, Jung (1949/1961) 

describes this loss of guidance and navigation into the psyche/unconscious (an important conduit 

towards individuation) in his introduction to the I Ching:

In the course of time this concept has apparently changed, so that today we can no longer 
grasp (begreifen) the I Ching. Thus "one is impeded in his way of life." We are no longer 
supported by the wise counsel and deep insight of the oracle; therefore we no longer find 
our way through the mazes of fate and the obscurities of our own natures (para 1).

Moreover, forecasting requires equal parts intuition, experience, intelligence, applied 

mathematics, science . . . perhaps a smidgeon of mathematical creativity . . . and a healthy dose 

of curiosity and inquisitiveness. With this in mind, I define forecasting not as a vacuous process 

of foretelling the future but Òthe ability to predict the range and probabilities of expected future 

outcomes for a specific measurable metric (i.e ÒTarget IndicatorÓ) based on running a number of 

what-if scenarios that involve a wide, broad, and deep combination/permutation of related 

measurable metrics (i.e Driver Indicators) that may be quantifiable or unquantifiable and may or 

may not have direct or indirect affect upon the Target Indicator.4 Whew! Got that? In other 

words, it is vital to embrace a holistic, experiential, and flexible perspective when forecasting; 

since life is a giant permutation of what-ifs offering an infinite range of future outcomes in which 

to decipher the most relevant, meaningful, and contextual conclusions about the future. And the 

Shaman Leader as Futurist is able to deliver exceptional context about the future because the 

shaman embodies and symbolizes the importance of experience, intuition, feeling, spirit, and 

ambiguity . . .  as well as honoring history and balancing/integrating what is visible and invisible.
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 The fourth function is that of ritualist. According to the OED, a ritualist (2010) is Òone 

versed in ritual; a student of liturgical rites and ceremoniesÓ and according to Dictionary.com, a 

ritual is Òa prescribed or established rite, ceremony, proceeding, or service.Ó What may not be 

found in any formal definition is the importance of the spiritism enfolded within any ritual. 

Interestingly, the word ritual fits inside the word spi-ritual. It can not be understated enough that 

a Shamanic Leader as Ritualist must perform vital rituals in order to guide the myriad life cycles 

of all members of the community he services. This includes both celebratory rituals such as 

births, weddings, achievements, and transitory rites of passage as well reflective shadow-centric 

rituals such as death, soul loss, mourning, and illness. Smith (2007) summarizes this 

transformative ritual effort:

Whenever there were important life crises or transitions, the shaman was often called 
upon to provide the proper ritual in the appropriate ritual leadership. In male rites of 
passage, such as the puberty rituals, for example, young boys were transformed into men 
for the ritual wisdom of the shamans and with the help of tribal elders (p. 208).

One of the most intriguing rituals I heard recently was told by Michael Meade about a native 

tribe who guides a group of young boys out to build huts and stick structures . . . and then at 

some ritualistic point in time, destroys these structures with wild and furious abandon (personal 

conversation, 2009). This is what may be called in modern Freudian circles as a sublimation 

process and in Jungian circles as the acceptable integration of a young manÕs instinctual warrior 

archetype. And perhaps most importantly, a boyÕs aggressiveness and fierceness is not 

suppressed but honored and ritualized in a safe manner -- which probably decreases the 

propensity for murder, rape, vandalism, theft, and physical violence. Instincts can not be buried.

 Smith (2007) also describes that Òthe transformative power of ritual . . . . [which brings 

about] dramatic change and psychic transformation in ordinary living in passage through the 
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lifecycleÓ (p. 209).  And because we live in a modern society entrenched in bad habits, sedentary 

in physical wellness, inert in spiritualism, listless in learning, slothful in experiencing life, and 

fearful of change . . .now . . . more than ever . . . ritual is needed. Smith continues by 

summarizing the psychological theory behind the importance of ritual:

Transformative rituals are necessary when there is a strong degree of chaos or destructive 
power around. Puberty rites are necessary because the young boys would not 
automatically decide to submit or sublimate their aggressive and sexual instinctual 
energies; this is the work of culture (i.e., of learning or conditioning) which ritual 
performs. According to Anthony Stevens, any right of passage helps the individual to 
make the psychological transformations called for by the next step in the lifecycle. The 
coercive power of ritual is necessary because of the natural resistance to such change. 
Stevens sites WhitmontÕs law of psychic inertia, and compares it to NewtonÕs law of 
inertia in physics. NewtonÕs law of inertia, it will be recalled, holds that a body in motion 
or rest tends to remain in motion or rest unless an outside force propels it to change. 
According to Jungian analyst E.C. Whitmont, the psyche, being a part of nature, operates 
on a psychic law of inertia. Psychic inertia is a tendency towards habit and obsessive 
cleaning: ÔEvery pattern of adaptation, outer and inner, is maintained in essentially the 
same unaltered form and anxiously defended against change until an equally strong or 
stronger impulse is able to displace itÕ. In itself this is not pathological, but itÕs normal 
because it serves the needs for constancy, security, familiarity, and permanence that help 
to ensure our survival as individuals and as a species. However, when it is time to make a 
phase-appropriate development change or transition, the psychic  law of inertia may 
thwart the individuated needs. This happens, in a Jungian view, because of the power of 
complexes to seize, possess, and hold the ego in their grip (p. 211 212).

Consequently, after ruminating about ritual over the past several months, I came up with an idea 

that may act as a middle ground or conduit between ritual-centric cultures and ritual-barren 

cultures. It appears that people, communities, and organizations in the modern western world do 

not practice rituals with any seriousness (or do so in a half hearted way). Perhaps the wedding is 

one ritual that everyone has participated in to varying degrees, although rarely with any high 

degree of prolonged reflexivity and seriousness. For cultural evidence of this, just watch the film 

Wedding Crashers. What I recommend is that we start engaging in what I call micro-rituals -- 

rituals that involve meaningful gestures that honor the variety of life experiences (both good and 
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bad) that we are honored to be part of. As people reach milestones in their life and/or run into 

frustrating and challenging events, a reflective and formalized micro-ritual that honors the 

archetypal experience would begin to broaden, deepen, and widen the richness of life; and bring 

many people back on the road towards individuation. As a self proclaimed ÒShamanic Leader as 

Ritualist in Training,Ó I invoked my first micro-ritual upon myself and my lead analyst, involving 

the redirection of my company to a more socially responsible direction.

The Process of Shamanic Leadership

  So how does one become a shamanic leader? Before we outline the process, it is 

important to realize two important milestones that need to be realized: A) the Shamanic Leader 

has a deep-seated conviction and confidence that he or she is indeed an individual that can heal, 

teach, psychologize, prognosticate, ritualize, mediate and interpret important events in  anotherÕs 

life; and B) the community has a deep-seated conviction and belief that their Shamanic Leader is 

indeed an individual that can heal, teach, psychologize, prognosticate, ritualize, mediate and 

interpret important events in their life. Board-certified exams, licenses, and advanced degrees 

need not matter. A look back on history quickly instructs us that many of our great leaders had 

none of these.

 Process 1.  Departure:  At some point in a personÕs life there arrives the realization 

(epiphany?) that a change in a Òlife patternÓ is necessary, and therefore, a departure from the 

present and past. BlyÕs (1990) book Iron John beautifully describes this process from the classic 

Grimm fairytale. When Iron John requests that the little boy (who has never been away from 

home) follow him into the forest, his decision to go was his departure. Departures can be sudden 

or slow. But in the modern world, it is becoming more infrequent that people realize a departure 
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is necessary. The security of a cubicle, the security of an unfulfilling relationship, the security of 

an unspontaneous and unsurprising life, the security of avoiding the unknown . . . these 

pathological securities secure one from the unknown, and thus, ironically, become insecurities. In 

essence, the departure is a psychologically debilitating move in oneÕs life. And if one delays long 

enough, mental and/or physical illness will undoubtedly occur. The Shamanic Leader departs 

willingly and acknowledges that this process is the prerequisite for the remaining three.

 Process 2.  Transition: This stage occurs under the watchful eyes of a mentor (or series 

of mentors) that guide the Shamanic Leader-in-Training. A true intimate apprenticeship is a 

necessity in order for the appropriate knowledge, wisdom, experience, symbology, stories, 

parables, skills, and techniques to be inculcated (and a meaningful transition to take place). 

Demetrio (1978) describes the shamanic initiation process:

Under the wise tutorship of initiation masters, whether these be human or spirit, the 
shaman candidate little by little gets inured to the spiritual heritage of the group: its 
myths, legends, beliefs; the wealth of symbols and images stored in the memory of the 
race which he now begins to make his own and which in turn make him their lodgment 
for the spiritual sustenance of the group. It is at this stage that the future medicine manÕs 
initial and momentary ecstatic experience is transformed into a permanent condition in 
which it is possible for him to Ôsee spirits,Õ i.e., to share in their spiritual nature (p.64).

Myriad mentor-protŽgŽ examples abound throughout history in which a long and meaningful 

apprenticeship is undertaken. And as an apprentice, a Shaman Leader In Training must transition 

by emptying out his entrenched thoughts and become a container for new voices, a vessel for 

new perspectives, a capsule for the invisible. For example, Jung (1961) allowed himself to be 

exposed to new possibilities when he left room for the possibilities for Philemon which lead to 

his hypothesis of psychic objectivity.

Philemon and other figures of my fantasies brought home to me the crucial insight that 
there are things in the psyche which I do not produce, but which produce themselves and 
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have their own life. Philemon represented a force which was not myself. In my fantasies I 
held conversations with him, and he said things which I had not consciously thought. For 
I observed clearly that it was he who spoke, not I. He said I treated thoughts as if I 
generated them myself, but in his view thoughts were like animals in the forest, or people 
in a room, or birds in the air, and added, ÔIf you should see people in a room, you would 
not think that you had made those people, or that you were responsible for them.Õ It was 
he who taught me psychic objectivity, the reality of the psyche. Through him the 
distinction was clarified between myself and the object of my thought. He confronted me 
in an objective manner, and I understood that there is something in me which can say 
things that I do not know and do not intend, things which may even be directed against 
me (p. 183).

Similar to JungÕs experience with Philemon, the shaman allows for a unvarnished and 

unobstructed receptivity to both inner and outer voices. And this involves a sensitivity and 

respect for the unknown and intangible in which the shaman apprentice must learn and integrate 

into everyday life. One might say, analogously, that the shaman learns the ability to see through a 

depth-psychological lens. And following a depth psychological path is a process of going deep, 

being reflective, and acting carefully and deliberately . . . a process of depth transition not based 

on the modern paradigms of performance such as speed, numerical growth, and leveraged 

efficiency. Unfortunately, counter to this reflective process is the troubling characteristic in 

todayÕs society in what I call IGS (ÒImmediate Gratification SyndromeÓ). Transition takes 

patience. Patience takes discipline. And discipline is gained through a thoughtful transitory 

experience.

 Process 3.  Return: The ritual death (departure) and ritual birth (transition) is 

consummated upon the return of the Shamanic Leader. Perhaps a ceremony is conducted for the 

new persona to be introduced to the community. An example of this is the tribal child/young 

adult who is ripped away from his family and community and taken away for months or perhaps 

years in order to be taught the ways of the adult. Upon return, he is no longer a child. So 
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important is this return that even the boyÕs mother is no longer allowed to look into he sons eyes 

(Bly, 1990, p14-15). We can learn much from the tribal rituals of these erroneously perceived 

backwards third world aboriginals. We have much to learn from these cultures, which is part of 

our communal past . . . and hopefully become part of our communal future. Do you want a 

modern application? Perhaps we should be honoring our soldiers whom return from far away 

foreign lands with grandiose public rituals commensurate with the mortal risk they accept in 

fighting to protect the lives of their fellow countrymen . . . instead of allowing them to come 

home with debilitating physical and mental ailments -- many left homeless, living on the streets, 

without the one attribute they honor among all else: honor itself for protecting their community.

 Process 4.  Incorporation and Acceptance: TodayÕs CEOs, CFOs, lawyers, teachers, 

doctors, and politicians rarely earn Òacceptance through unmistakable proofs of having died and 

been reborn to community serviceÓ (Demetrio, 1978, p.66). Teachers gain a license. CEOs get 

hired to make money. Politicians work on their approval ratings. Lawyers pass the bar exam and 

try and win their cases. Students try to achieve high grades and graduate at the highest percentile 

in their class. And doctors pass a test, get licensed, and avoid malpractice in order to help those 

who are Òinsured.Ó These are all Cartesian-based proofs, not proof of soul and spirit. Is soul and 

spirit important in this process of incorporation and acceptance? In one recent incident, Dr. Jack 

Cassell, a urologist, outwardly contradicts his hippocratic oath by refusing care to people who 

voted a certain way (cited in AC360.blogs.cnn.com, para 1) (See Appendix B). No doubt that Dr. 

Cassell will not gain Òacceptance through unmistakable proofs of having died and been reborn to 

community service.Ó This definition of community wide acceptance is near-impossible in todayÕs 

hyper polarized world, yet the Shamanic Leader is the one point of light everyone in a 

community can look up to without reservation to guide them out of the darkness. As Rosalynn 
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Carter quotes reportedly said: ÒA leader takes people where they want to go. A great leader takes 

people where they don't necessarily want to go, but ought to be.Ó

Conclusion

 Our world is a wonderful numinous place. But before we recognize this, human beings 

need to believe and embrace that we are stewards of the soil, water, air, plants, animals . . . and 

other human beings. And to fully understand that stewardship does not equate to ownership. In 

other words, human beings do not own the soil, do not own the water, do not own the air, do not 

own the plants, and do not own the animals. This may be difficult to understand in a hyper-

capitalistic culture, but we must try. As a business owner and passionate advocate of the benefits 

of responsible economics and capitalism, in the end, we must accept the fact that humans are 

part and parcel of the eco-system and universe . . . not rulers and owners of anything. And in 

order for this sea-change in attitude to take place, authentic/empathetic/humanistic leadership is 

the foundation in which everything else can evolve. We must abandon the modern role models of 

leadership; they no longer work. A golfing superstar no longer deserves an iota of consideration 

as a person to look up to. A president who gets elected as a self aggrandized C student is not a 

leader to look up to. A religious figurehead who ignores clear evidence of child molestation is not 

a person to look up to. The examples are too numerous to list. What is desperately needed are 

new ships to lead us into the future . . . and the only way I see this is to literally go back to the 

past and learn from the shaman. In other words, to go Òback to the futureÓ and evolve a new 

paradigm of leadership for the 21st century . . . a steward of the people and a steward for the 

people: The Shamanic Leader: empathetic healer, inspirational teacher, responsible futurist, and 

ensouled ritualist.
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Appendix A
Ancient Versus Modern Culture

A Cultural Comparison of the Ancient World and the Modern World
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Cultural Element Ancient World Modern World

Artifacts
Physical things that are found that 
have particular symbolism for a 
culture. 

Wardrobe, Mask, Feathers, Animal 
skin, Totems, Vestments, Crown, 
Scepter, Sword, Ring

Make and Model Automobile, 
Residential Address, Value of 
House, Bank Account

Stories, histories, myths, legends Verbal Tales, Fables, Parables, 
Religious Passages

Film (Hollywood), Television, 
Internet 

Rituals, rites, ceremonies, 
celebrations

Council, Wedding, Boy to 
Manhood Rites of Passage, Girl to 
Womanhood Rites of Passage, 
Funerals

Wedding, Funerals

Heroes Gods and Goddesses, Kings and 
Queens, Religious Figureheads, 
Shaman, Village Chief, Emperor

Professional Athletes, Movie stars, 
CEOs

Symbols and symbolic action Sun, planets, carvings, paintings, 
sculptures, architecture, Pots, Trees, 
Animals, Nature

Make and Model Automobile, 
Residential Address, Value of 
House, Level of Wealth and 
Consumption, Skyscrapers, $

Beliefs, assumptions and mental 
models

Communalism Capitalism, Individualism

Attitudes Discovery, Imagination Hedonistic

Rules, norms, ethical codes, 
values

Church Corporation

Government Theocracy, Monarchy Democracy, Plutocracy, Aristocracy

Communication Face to Face Dialogue Twitter, Email, Mobile Telephone

 Mathematical Metaphor 1 + 1 = 1 (holism) 1 + 1 = 3 (synergy)

 Complex Inferior Narcissistic

http://www.google.com/search?hl=en&rls=ig&ei=L7UZS6nWA4H-tQP27-H2Bw&sa=X&oi=spell&resnum=0&ct=result&cd=1&ved=0CAgQBSgA&q=Scepter&spell=1
http://www.google.com/search?hl=en&rls=ig&ei=L7UZS6nWA4H-tQP27-H2Bw&sa=X&oi=spell&resnum=0&ct=result&cd=1&ved=0CAgQBSgA&q=Scepter&spell=1


Appendix B
The Hippocratic Oath (Modern Version) versus 

Sign Posted by Dr. Jack Cassell (Mount Dora Urologist)

¥ I swear to fulfill, to the best of my ability and judgment, this covenant:

¥ I will respect the hard-won scientific gains of those physicians in whose steps I walk, and gladly share such knowledge as is 
mine with those who are to follow.

¥ I will apply, for the benefit of the sick, all measures [that] are required, avoiding those twin traps of over treatment and 
therapeutic nihilism.

¥ I will remember that there is art to medicine as well as science, and that warmth, sympathy, and understanding may outweigh 
the surgeon's knife or the chemist's drug.

¥ I will not be ashamed to say "I know not," nor will I fail to call in my colleagues when the skills of another are needed for a 
patient's recovery.

¥ I will respect the privacy of my patients, for their problems are not disclosed to me that the world may know. Most 
especially must I tread with care in matters of life and death. If it is given me to save a life, all thanks. But it may also be 
within my power to take a life; this awesome responsibility must be faced with great humbleness and awareness of my own 
frailty. Above all, I must not play at God.

¥ I will remember that I do not treat a fever chart, a cancerous growth, but a sick human being, whose illness may affect 
the person's family and economic stability. My responsibility includes these related problems, if I am to care adequately for 
the sick.

¥ I will prevent disease whenever I can, for prevention is preferable to cure.

¥ I will remember that I remain a member of society, with special obligations to all my fellow human beings, those 
sound of mind and body as well as the infirm.

¥ If I do not violate this oath, may I enjoy life and art, respected while I live and remembered with affection thereafter. May I 
always act so as to preserve the finest traditions of my calling and may I long experience the joy of healing those who seek 
my help.

               
Written in 1964 by Louis Lasagna, Academic Dean of the School of Medicine at Tufts University, and used in many medical 
schools today.
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