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Short Description

A look at the shamanic tradition in a very specific context....



Description


A Horse of a Different Color: The Lakota and Crazy Horse as a Case Study in Cultural Intelligence



James Michael Iddins 12/9/2011



Introduction In coming to terms with any culture foreign to our own, there are certain ways in which we must humble ourselves enough to gain even a vague understanding of this foreign culture, especially if the culture is vastly different from our own. Psychologists Christopher Rybak and Amanda Decker-Fitts, building on prior work by Earley and Ang, suggest that such humbling experiences allow one to develop cultural intelligence, or “the ability to adapt effectively to a different culture” (333). Rybak and DeckerFitts note that in order to build such cultural intelligence, there are a few different dimensions which must be taken into consideration; these include, “cognitive, motivational, and behavioral dimensions, similar to the elements of knowledge, awareness, and skills…” (333). In an attempt to develop such cultural intelligence with regard to Native American culture, I wish to focus my energies on coming to understand Ta Shunke Witko (Crazy Horse), of the Oglala band of Lakota. Ta Shunke Witko, a hero whose story resonates with both the Lakota and American people, offers an excellent opportunity to humble ourselves and attempt to understand the various elements of experience that constitute the reality of he and his people. In coming to understand this Lakota warrior, the spirit of his people, and their clash with “modern man”, we will also come to know ourselves and the various elements wrapped up in our own perceptions and views. Anthropologist Carlos Castaneda helps us understand drastic differences in the cognitive, motivational, and behavioral dimensions of human experience between peoples when he discusses a concept gleaned from his studies under a Yaqui shaman in what is now Sonora, Mexico. Castaneda describes what he calls circles of reality. This concept refers to the circles of power or energy created by the overlapping of similar types of cognition and belief system. This is to say that insofar as the world allows, we participate with others in the creation and/or maintenance of our immediate reality. Harvard psychiatrist Edward M. Hundert reinforces this shamanic knowledge in his discussion regarding the intersubjective nature of reality: 2|Page



…the environment in which subjectivity (the infant) first approaches objectivity (the world) is in fact another subjectivity (the mother)… From this view that there is never “just an infant,” neither is there such thing as “just a subjectivity,” but only what might be called the intersubjectivity of the collective experience…The term “intersubjectivity” tries to capture the social aspect of even individual subjective experience…we “think with the help of other things and other thinkers”…since much of what is real was made by humans, there is clearly a deeper sense in which we construct reality, both in terms of the toys and pieces of clay we come to know and the social practices and institutions that interact with our value systems (79-80). Building on the conclusions of these two thinkers, it seems fairly straightforward to suggest that Ta Shunke Witko and the Lakota occupy an alternative circle of reality to “modern man”. Just as those in contemporary American society play a large role in creating and/or sustaining specific types of cognition, worldview, cosmology, meta-narrative and narrative, so too did Ta Shunke Witko and his people play an active part in creating and sustaining their own circle of reality.
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Figure 1. The Layers within the Respective Circles of Reality



Shamanic Cognition and the Cognition of Modern Man Psychologist, philosopher, and anthropologist Roger Walsh gives us a good working definition of shamanism: “Shamanism can be defined as a family of traditions whose practitioners focus on voluntarily entering altered states of consciousness in which they experience themselves or their
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spirit(s), traveling to other realms at will, and interacting with other entities in order to serve their community” (11). Shamanism seems to be a method for coming to know the world, more than any set of fixed beliefs or dogmas. Native Americans, and the Lakota in particular, were very much a part of this family of traditions, though the term family must be used very loosely here since the majority of these traditions emerged spontaneously in different locations and at different points in time. The Lakota were, perhaps, unique in their use of the methods common to shamanism. While the Lakota tribes definitely had individuals whose main tasks were to heal and journey to the spirit world for knowledge (medicine men and women), vision quests were pursued by almost every member, if not every member of the tribe. As cultural critic Kimberly Roppolo notes, “For American Indians, knowledge can be gained visually – as through ‘visions’ and ‘dreams’ – as visual thinking is part of the holistic thinking equation” (535). Roppolo also explains that personal vision is and was always supplemented and interpreted with the knowledge of the larger community, which has/had been passed down through the elders. These vision quests, once interpreted, often illuminated the fate of the individual. Such were the visions and dreams of the young man who would come to be known as Ta Shunke Witko or Crazy Horse. Most of us born into the cognition of modern man inherit the cognitive habits of only coming to know things with one’s mind, whereas American Indian cultures inherit the cognitive habits of coming to know things with “the heart, body, and spirit” as well. To my knowledge, anthropologist Carlos Castaneda’s descriptions of the phenomena associated with shamanic cognition are the clearest, since he translates, as best as possible, shamanic understandings of perception and reality into western terms. He spent over thirty years studying these phenomena, and while he is seldom taken seriously by western academia, if we care to open our eyes and ears to what he has to say, we will see why – because few want to admit the possibility that what we have come to “know” based upon our perceptions and interpretations of reality may just be one way of perceiving and interpreting, especially scholars whose job it is to “know” about their world. The
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implications of Castaneda’s revelation, if admitted into debate effectively undermines what modern scholars have defined as “objective reality”. As Vine Deloria Jr. would put it, we come to realize “the myth of scientific fact” for what it is – one specific meta-narrative about the world based on a certain mode of perception. We come to see that the nature of reality is intersubjective rather than strictly objective. With scholars like Hundert now entering into the debate, it becomes harder and harder to avoid the identical age-old conclusions from shamanic cultures, like the one in which Castaneda studied. Let us start with a good definition of cognition, which Castaneda gives us: “the processes responsible for the awareness of everyday life, processes which include memory, experience, perception, and the expert use of any given syntax” (xiii). Roppolo sets the stage for us in presenting research which “suggests that because of the primary difference in the ways knowledge is acquired, those from mainstream culture tend to be left-hemispheric dominant, while those from tribal cultures in which dreaming and vision are valued as means of knowledge and power acquisition tend to be righthemispheric dominant” (537). The significance of these observations is that, having been conditioned to favor one form of cognition over another, we have built up muscle memory in the corresponding hemisphere of the brain, which may make it near impossible for those from a predominantly left hemispheric culture to really understand, beyond a surface level, those from a predominantly righthemispheric culture (or vice versa). This means that the suggestions put forth in this essay, while they aim at movement beyond a surface level understanding of Ta Shunke Witko and the Lakota, can only act as prerequisites to real first-hand experiential learning and understanding associated with alternative forms of intersubjective cognition and interpretation. Castaneda tells us that he too began with the assumption that there was only one over-arching type of cognition, but that, through his studies under the shaman Juan Matus, he came to be aware that there were many forms cognition could take. While, as Walsh notes, there are/were certain specific techniques used to introduce one into shamanic cognition (these often vary by tribe), I will stick to a



5|Page



general description of the actual processes of this alternative type of cognition. Techniques regarding induction into a shamanic awareness or tradition are far too varied and complex for the scope of this paper. Castaneda starts his explanation of shamanic cognition by introducing what he calls energetic facts, a term that he uses to refer to “the conclusions that [Juan Matus] and the other shamans of his lineage arrived at when they engaged in a function which they called seeing: the act of perceiving energy directly [in the form of light] as it flows in the universe” (xiv). He reminds us that every change in the world of everyday life is an expression of energy. One of the primary energetic facts ascertained by the Yaqui shamans was that the cosmos is made of two complementary forces, what they called animate energy and inanimate energy. The first of these has awareness and the latter does not. The Yaqui shamans experienced the awareness of animate energy as “a vibratory condition” (xv). In other words, after one induces the state of perception where he or she can directly perceive energy as it flows, the two types of energy can be easily differentiated by noting whether or not the energy being perceived vibrates. Castaneda says that the Yaqui shamans came to realize that every organism on earth is made up of/possesses vibratory energy. He also notes that what we refer to as physical organisms, what he calls organic beings, are not the only “conglomerates of vibratory, animate energy” (xv). He explains that there is also what the shamans would call inorganic beings, beings that are also aware of themselves, but are not constituted organically. The energetic facts of both types of beings may be perceived through the shamanic cognition, though not through the cognition of modern man. He explains that the shamans realized how, in both forms of animate energy or awareness, the being itself “sets up the cohesiveness and limits of such energy” (xv), though obviously organic and inorganic beings each express their cohesiveness differently. Castaneda explains that the Yaqui shamans, “saw that the essential condition of animate *aware+ energy, organic or inorganic, is to turn energy in the universe at large into sensory data” (xvi).
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Since we are currently organic beings, we can only speculate about the ways in which inorganic beings may perceive themselves, and, so long as we are limiting ourselves to what can be called the cognition of modern man in our interactions with them, only project our organically derived concepts upon them. If introduced into the shamanic cognition, we may experience the essence of both and discover ways of sharing knowledge with other types of animate beings. As far as organic beings within the cognition of modern man are concerned, we may describe the processes we use to turn energy at large into sensory data much more accurately and specifically. Castaneda describes these processes as a system of interpretation (into language, labels and concepts), classification (into both large and small abstract categories), and response (conscious or unconscious action based upon the way in which newly perceived and interpreted energy fits into our system of classification). Yaqui shamans, while perceiving energy directly, tended to see organic beings like humans as what Castaneda calls, “luminous balls”, though ultimately the experience of this seeing does not fit well into any language and must instead be seen firsthand. As Castaneda points out, being able to see energy directly and describe it in terms of light enabled these shamans to gain some extraordinary insight into the nature of knowledge and reality. He says, “They noticed that each of those luminous balls is individually connected to an energetic mass of inconceivable proportions…a mass they called the dark sea of awareness. They observed that each individual ball is attached to the dark sea of awareness at a point that is even more brilliant than the luminous ball itself” (xvi). Castaneda explains that the shamans came to understand that it is at this most luminous point where the shifting, changing flow of energy at large is perceived and interpreted into sensory data, allowing us the opportunity to interact with this energy. In other words, it is our cognition, which is reinforced intersubjectively, that connect us to the universe of energy at large. As stated earlier, we animate beings control the specific nature, limits, and scope of this connection. Whether or not we realize it, the power is in our hands to make the most of the animate and inanimate energy all around us.
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While Castaneda’s description of the energetic processes behind our cognitive interaction with the universe of energy at large is extremely helpful in coming to terms with both the phenomena often described by shamans and the phenomena seen in everyday life, most shamans seem to take these processes for granted. Instead of focusing on these technical aspects, or the method, most (including the Lakota) focus on utilizing the shamanic cognition to help their people in many ways. For, while they are able to see energy as it flows directly, and it is helpful for them to know how energetic interaction works, perhaps more important is their ability to perceive, interpret (in terms of cultural memory, experience, and syntax), and interact with the subtle nuances of the relationship between organic and inorganic animate beings (spirits). Shamans often journey to the spirit world (the world of animate, but not necessarily organic beings) to assist their people in seeking and interpreting knowledge that exists within the deep sea of awareness. Walsh goes into detail about the reasons for these journeys, or soul flight, out of the organic realm and into the inorganic realm: The shaman journeys in order to learn, to heal, and to help. He may seek knowledge, and power either for himself or for his people. He may seek information for healing, for hunting, or to appease and petition the gods. He may also retrieve the souls of the sick or guide the souls of the dead to their eternal resting place. Hence the shaman is frequently referred to as…a guide of souls (142). From Walsh, we also learn that, to some extent, we are all capable of these journeys, but that the shaman is the specialist, either through training or natural ability. In the Lakota culture, especially, we will see the majority of people in the tribe, at one time or another in their lives, embarking on such a spirit journey. Ta Shunke Witko’s journeys to the spirit world were particularly meaningful in his life. As alluded to earlier, in order to make the most out of these instances of soul flight, vision quests, or journeys to the spirit world, the experiences had to be interpreted and incorporated into the larger narratives of the people. Walsh notes that part of the shaman’s training situated them to be particularly adept at interpreting dreams, visions, and journeys and incorporating these interpretations into the narratives of the people. Of the shaman in training, Walsh says,



8|Page



…the apprentice must become a mythologist and cosmologist. To become an effective ‘cosmic traveler’ he must learn the terrain of this multi-layered, interconnected universe in which he will quest for power and knowledge. He must become familiar with its spiritual inhabitants - their names, habits, powers, likes, and dislikes, how they can be called, and how they can be controlled. For it is these spirits whom he will battle or befriend, who will help or hinder him as he does his work. (43). Now that we have a bit better understanding of how different the shamanic cognition is from the type of cognition with which we are so familiar – the cognition of modern man - and what each entails, I believe we are ready to move on to a discussion of the larger narratives into which any type of phenomena must be interpreted and incorporated.



Worldview, Meta-Narrative, Myth, & Cosmology In order to better understand the implications of the two types of cognition just discussed, it will be helpful to discuss a few of the different terms we can use to describe the additional layers inside each circle of reality: worldview, meta-narrative, myth and cosmology. These and other general categories will be useful, though one must be careful to use them only when they serve to illuminate rather than obscure. Ludwig von Mises discusses the concept of worldview and its relationship to human action: If we look at all the theorems and theories guiding the conduct of certain individuals and groups as a coherent complex and try to arrange them as far as is feasible into a system, i.e., a comprehensive body of knowledge, we may speak of it as a worldview. A worldview is, as a theory, an interpretation of all things, and as a precept for action, an opinion concerning the best means for removing uneasiness as much as possible. (Human Action, 177, emphasis mine).



Utilizing this definition of worldview, we will see that the way in which the world is perceived (cognition) and the way in which the world is interpreted (worldview, meta-narrative, & cosmology) are intertwined, and will indeed amount to certain specific precepts for action. Differing precepts for action often cause cultures to clash. Indeed, this was the case for the Lakota as they increasingly came to interact with the Euro-American settlers.
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As Vine Deloria Jr. points out, “Every human society maintains its sense of identity with a set of stories that explain, at least to its satisfaction, how things came to be” (23). Fundamental to any worldview are its reigning meta-narratives. Philosopher and historiographer Keith Jenkins defines metanarratives as, “those great structuring (metaphysical) stories which have given meaning *to our world+” (60). Meta-narratives serve as guides to perception and interpretation - they recommend to us systematic ways of approaching the world. In so doing, they help to reinforce certain types of cognition and build that “comprehensive body of knowledge” which constitutes a worldview. A meta-narrative is the narrative to which most other narratives within a culture are subservient. Specific tribes or peoples within a worldview may differ in terms of their cosmology and myth, but the fundamental assumptions of a worldview, usually illustrated within the various meta-narratives, unite those cultures and give them a general coherence. For example, although the Christian religion has a different mythology and cosmology than Atheism, for all practical purposes both of these traditions uphold the Technological Worldview. Jenkins points out, in his discussion of the relationship between postmodernism and meta-narratives, that the whole reason that we can now acknowledge the way that these larger narratives interact with culture is that we are now living in a post –modern age. This is an age where a multitude of forces (secularizing, democratizing, etc.) have prepared a climate where criticism and a multicultural perspective can happen. Cosmology, in its interaction with and observation of the cosmos, participates in a reciprocal relationship with the dominant meta-narratives to then build a cultural knowledge base or worldview. Operating from a purely western scientific perspective, cosmologist Noriss S. Heatherington discusses Native American cosmology: “…as with our own cosmology, Native American cosmologies were tied to empirical observations of celestial phenomena, to theoretical models rendering the observations intelligible, and to general explanatory themata influencing other aspects of the general culture as well” (5). Rather than this dry, distanced approach that Heatherington seems to suggest, Walsh reminds us
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that, “the cosmology the would-be shaman learns is no dry mapping of inanimate worlds but a guide to a living, conscious, willful universe” (43). We must be careful not to impose western scientific assumptions upon a shamanic culture. Using words like empirical to describe a shamanic people like the Lakota and their interaction with the universe will simply not do. As many scholars do, he misses the difference in cognition between modern man and shamanic peoples. At the same time, Heatherington does reinforce the conclusions we have drawn regarding the emphasis on interpretation and explanatory narrative. One of the most important components of any specific cosmology is the gradual accumulation of these explanatory narratives, or myths, over the ages. These narratives serve as tools for interpretation and, by extension, precepts for action. Walsh, using Joseph Campbell’s work on the subject, elaborates: …myths serve four major functions: developmental, social, cosmological, and religious. Their developmental function is to provide guidelines for individuals as they mature through life’s stages. Their social function is to support the social structure and provide a shared understanding of life and relationship. Their cosmological and religious roles are to provide an image and understanding of the cosmos and mankind’s role and responsibility in it (44). As Edith Hamilton notes in her introduction to classical mythology, myths stem from a time when “man lived in close companionship with nature” (13). She emphasizes the fact that they stem from a time when “people had a connection with the earth, with the trees and seas and flowers and hills, unlike anything we ourselves can feel” (13). She says that when myths were being shaped, there had been little distinction made between the real and the unreal. This left the mind more open to dynamic interaction with “a living, conscious, willful universe,” as Walsh puts it. Once one understands the implications of all these layers inside a culture’s circle of reality, we will see that it no longer makes sense to ask which ones are right or wrong in any absolute sense, but only to ask on what terms, if any, might two radically different peoples (with different forms of cognition, worldview, and culture) come to interact in ways
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that are mutually beneficial? Is this type of cultural intelligence possible? In order to answer these and other questions, we must take a closer look at the specifics of each culture in question.



The Technological or Scientific Worldview It is important to realize that what I will describe as the Technological Worldview, is one worldview among many and that it is, in fact, a fairly recent development, though its seeds lie in earlier ages. The Technological Worldview comes to describe a comprehensive core philosophy from which those inside it draw conclusions about reality. Once adopted, this worldview comes to recommend to us a specific type of rationality – the technological rationality. Most often this worldview, like all others, is adopted unconsciously and from a young age. In his work One-Dimensional Man, Herbert Marcuse convincingly shows how the origin of the Technological Worldview dates back to the time when man began to quantify nature. He notes that at this point reality was separated from all inherent (three-dimensional) ends. The true was separated from the good, and the spiritual from the physical. Science, as it came to be defined, was necessarily separated from ethics. From this initial quantification of nature by a few individuals, the seeds were planted for what has become the dominant worldview in the western world. Marcuse goes on to say that the more values were separated from objective (intersubjective) reality, the more relative they became for anyone inside this worldview. The more relative values became for westerners, the more they needed some kind of either metaphysical or utilitarian sanction to make them seem valid or rationalized. Metaphysical or utilitarian rationalization seems to be the only way values and religious ideologies, which do not themselves stem from the Technological Worldview, might come to coexist with the technological rationality, thus replacing three-dimensional phenomena with purely abstract mental operations. Since the quantification of nature, the world is no longer seen (by those within this worldview) as it is, but as it could be. Roles were reversed. Nature, which had traditionally grounded 12 | P a g e



humanity, came to be grounded in the human mind as far as westerners were concerned. Values which were previously seen as inherent or relative to nature became relative to what the human mind could imagine. The quantification of nature, which brings it largely under Euro-American control, transforms three-dimensional physical reality into a mere extension of the human mind. This shift marks the birth of the Technological Worldview and continues to be its most distinguishable characteristic. Marcuse then delves further into how the technological rationality comes to make reality relative to the human mind. He says that all modern science suspends judgment on what reality itself might be, thus freeing itself from commitment to any substance outside its operational context. It seems that from this conclusion we move to the assumption that the only value we may assign to physical reality is how functional reality can become in any given context. As Marcuse shows, the technological rationality does not look to nature for its purpose or end, but presupposes an arrogant, godlike experience of and mastery over physical reality. He puts this fact most succinctly: “The science of nature develops under the technological a priori which projects nature as possible instrumentality, stuff of control and organization (153).” This assumption comes before any particular technical organization or development (specific technologies) and even goes so far as to “project a historical totality” or comprehensive worldview that is independent of physical reality. As a mental projection, this worldview effectively cuts off the spiritual connection of those within it from the natural world. Marcuse notes that the Technological Worldview and the rationality that springs from it are themselves extensions of the logic of domination and mastery, which has been present in the world throughout written history. He makes the claim that the technological transformation of nature merely shifts the base of domination already present in various social systems. Rather than the serf being dependent on the lord, we all become dependent on the market and its whims. By necessity, a society which begins to focus on the quantification of nature and starts to develop various technological innovations to master nature starts down a road of dependence on those very technologies and their
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means of procurement. As these productive energies shift, the social systems associated with the old forms of domination begin to prove themselves ineffectual when placed in competition with new technologies. While Marcuse seems to view this new form of domination negatively (presumably because it is still domination of human beings), it seems the results are far more ambiguous and hard to classify than the earlier forms of domination. It seems the impersonal nature of this new form of domination and the widespread options it spawned changed the nature of the domination so much that people find it much more palatable, so much so that they no longer view it as domination. Regardless, we may say that for the time being this less personal form of domination has won out. For better or worse, it seems that human social institutions exchanged personal domination for economic and bureaucratic domination. Since the rise of this technological system, humans have become yet another resource subject to the whims of individuals like the Chairman of the Federal Reserve and various other government and private organizations rather than kings, queens, and lords. Marcuse perhaps illustrates for us most clearly how the worldview with which one comes to the table predetermines our relationship to nature. Without the existence of a worldview, cosmology, or meta-narrative, we find it difficult to make meaning out of reality. Without this meaning-making, any action we may take is completely and utterly random or, at the very least, simply impulsive. As Americans, we are in large part products of the Technological Worldview. Once we have incorporated into ourselves a worldview, we may then use the meaning we have made as the basis for further decision and action. It is important to realize how our conception of reality is based on a set of assumptions. If we realize this, then we may from time to time reconsider how much these assumptions correspond to nature and, if possible, dispense with those that no longer make sense in this “new light” or work for us any longer. We must be exceedingly careful in doing this though, as our very rationality
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has sprung from this worldview. This awareness is extremely important given the tendency of so many to accept their created, learned or educated worldviews as absolute.



The Animistic Worldview The Native American Worldview is a specific representation of what can generally be called the Animistic Worldview. This is a worldview which stems from and reinforces shamanic cognition. The clearest explanation of the central tenant of what we can call the specific Native American version of the Animistic Worldview is spelled out by Vine Deloria Jr: “The major difference between American Indian views of the physical world and Western science lies in the premise accepted by Indians and rejected by scientists : the world in which we live is alive” (40). This point coincides with what we have learned from both Walsh and Castaneda in terms of the general orientation of any shamanic culture. Deloria goes on to say that this belief is taken by most scientists to be nothing more than “primitive superstition”. Deloria notes that the scientific method requires the stance of a detached observer, whereas the Indian, “knows human beings must participate in events, not isolate themselves from occurrences in the physical world” (40). These are two key tenets of the Animistic Worldview – that the world in which we reside is alive, and that to truly live entails personal interaction with this living world. In discussing the interactive and experiential nature of the Animistic Worldview, Kimberley Roppolo carries Deloria’s point further: “One can learn both by doing, by actively participating in everyday tribal life and culture, and by observing nature – plants, animals, and other aspects of our environment are considered to be teachers, as are children or close relatives” (536). So, while the Technological Worldview is primarily detached, empirical, and unbalanced, the animistic is primarily engaged and balanced. The philosopher Robert Solomon very perceptively notes that just as history is self-actualizing, in that one must first believe in the abstract concept of history before one has access to its content and truth, so too is spirituality. Building on Castaneda’s notion that, as animate energetic beings, we have a 15 | P a g e



large amount of conscious or unconscious control over the nature, limits and scope of our interaction with the universe, Solomon shows us that this self-actualizing property of larger abstract concepts like spirituality and history allows us to expand our consciousness so that we can come to interact more dynamically with the universe. The concept of history is a step in this direction, but the concept of spirituality is a profound movement in this direction, due to its extremely elastic boundaries and its ability to operate outside of language. This is an essential point to grasp when attempting to understand the worldview and culture of Native American people, as both are built upon a shamanic, righthemispheric, animistic and spiritual conception of the world. As Deloria says, “American Indians look at events to determine the spiritual activity supporting or undergirding them” (40). Critic Melanie Martin reinforces Deloria’s argument when she suggests that the myths of Native Americans, “revolve around traditional beliefs that the physical and spiritual worlds are one, and that the physical world, as part of the spiritual, has the ability to adapt and change in ways far beyond the grasp of Western geological studies” (233). Considering these points that Deloria and Martin so clearly illustrate, it seems obvious that in western culture, method (as applied to any particular discipline – history included) has eclipsed meaning. In the Native American tradition, certain aspects of applied narrative guarded against method taking precedence over meaning. The oral tradition, a tradition common to all native shamanic and animistic peoples, is ripe with meaning. As a matter of fact, its medium (individual and collective memory embodied in the structure of very specific rituals and traditions) assures by its very nature that meaning takes precedence over method. As literary critic Roma J. Morris notes, “In exploring the relationships among nature, healing, and narrative within the Native American Wisdom Tradition, I have come to understand narrative in two ways – as the multiple spoken and written tales existing within a specific culture, and as a larger, even overarching cosmic story to which the individual tales often contribute” (95). Here we see the ways that meta-narrative and other supporting narratives form the framework for the Native American version of
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the Animistic Worldview. Morris continues, saying that within these traditions, “spoken words always carry with them the secret powers of the natural world. Oral tradition in fact is the ground of Native American life, maintaining the sacred knowledge and practices of the tribe…” (98). Morris notes that these stories and rituals “make the structure and dynamics of the universe explicit by giving form to unknown, intangible, mysterious forces” (98). In other words, these stories and myths aid the people in coming to know and interact with their world in a way that is larger than language. Morris ends with the crucial point that Native American people are inseparable from their stories and ceremonies. Once we come to understand this point, we see that, even more so than those from Euro-America, it makes little sense to view one Native American individual outside of their context of story and ceremony. In his essay, Native Heritage: A Tradition of Participation, Native American critic Simon Ortiz elaborates on the relationship between people and story in native culture: Storytelling is an event. The storyteller doesn’t just tell about the characters in the story, what they did or said, what happens in the story and so on. The storyteller participates in the story with the listeners, who are also taking part by listening. The story is not simply a narrative being told or listened to – it’s occurring; it’s happening (86). Given this description, it becomes increasingly obvious that even the parts of this essay which focus on “narrative” are inadequate. Having just been told that (for Native Americans) story is not just narrative, but three-dimensional participatory experience with others and the world, we see that, while writing about these phenomena can act as prerequisite to experience, writing and distanced critique will never be able to stand in for the sacred spiritual and healing aspects of live oral storytelling and participation, in the native tradition or otherwise. Ortiz continues, noting how ritual reinforces these spiritual and physical tendencies toward participation in native cultures. He describes a dancing event hosted by the Yaaka Hano, or Corn Clan, within his tribe. He continues: “In a metaphorical sense, they will come into being as Corn People in that event. In a philosophical sense, they will give it [their identity as Corn People] life and by so doing they will give themselves life. They, therefore, as Corn People, will come into being” (87). While he is from 17 | P a g e



the Acoma culture, the insight of Ortiz carries for all Native American cultures, the Lakota included. Ortiz’s point also reinforces Hundert and Castaneda’s description of the intersubjective nature of reality. We will see that the Lakota also participated, using similar practices, in the creation and maintenance of their intersubjective reality. Ortiz notes that these traditions of participation, through engaging the participant, endow him or her with emotional responsibility toward the story itself, the other participants, and the universe at large. Thus, through these shamanic traditions, the people (as Castaneda would say) come to form a dynamic energetic basis for interaction with the other animate (organic or inorganic) beings of this world. The western traditions, by contrast, seem to be much less dynamic in terms of their energetic interaction with the universe. The late cultural critic Walter Benjamin, an example on the generous end of the western tradition, alludes to the true role of energy in his discussion of a human’s relationship with art in “the age of its technological reproducibility,” but he is still unable to break free of the limited western paradigm. He argues that an original work of art should not be technologically reproduced because it strips the work of art of its intended aura or energy. What he fails to account for is that there is actually a spectrum concerning the extent to which any work of art can pass on its aura, intended or otherwise, to the observer. Here it is also important to note that he thinks of the human as merely observer, not participant. This stance exemplifies the Technological Worldview. Benjamin is right, in his discussion, to the extent that technological reproductions of a work of art lack in the ability to transmit an aura or energy when compared to something like an original painting, statue, or live performance. At the same time, due to his cultural blindness he fails to see the true spectral nature of the energetic interaction between even these reproductions and those who purchase or observe them. People would not observe them or purchase them if they did not transmit some type of aura, intended or otherwise. A wall with a beautiful technological reproduction is far superior to a wall void of anything. The fact of our observance and purchase can be taken as proof
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positive that even these reproductions can convey powerful auras and provoke even more powerful energetic interaction between the participant and the work or art. The one-sided nature of even his most prized human relationship with a work of art, the observation of an original piece or performance, betrays just how limiting the Technological Worldview can be. Even his best examples of energetic or aura-related interaction between the individual and the work of art are relatively lifeless when compared to the participatory storytelling and ritual of Native American culture, as relayed by Ortiz. These artistic energetic interactions fall on the far opposite end of the spectrum from technologically reproduced works of art that are intended merely for observation. While it is true that the participant may compensate for this lack in the medium by the way he or she interacts with the work of art, thus adding degrees of complexity to the relationship, I believe it is safe to say that, generally speaking, the participatory work of art yields far more energetic interaction than technological reproductions or original works of observation-based art. Thus, we may say that participatory storytelling, dance, and ritual seem to be among the highest art forms, in that they are interactive energetic experiences. The aura of the work of art, be it a collective meta-narrative like that of the Yaaka Hano or a personal orally related narrative, comes to interact with the aura of the participant in mutually reinforcing way that multiplies the power of both energies exponentially. There is a dramatic and dynamic flow of energy in all directions, which stands in stark contrast to the relatively one-sided observation of a painting or sculpture. It is no wonder that Benjamin misses out on any discussion of oral tradition and ritual as art forms, stuck as he is in the western Technological Worldview. Were he able to step outside of this worldview, the role of participation in art and the world would become obvious, as it is in the Native American tradition and other Animistic cultures. Stepping outside of the Technological Worldview would also foster awareness of the true spectral nature of all things.
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Oglala Lakota Oral Tradition Within the Shamanic Cognition and the Animistic Worldview, lies Native American culture. Within the broad category of Native American culture lie the Lakota people. Within this designation lies the Oglala tribe, and nested within this tribe several patrilineal bands or extended families. Intermarriage among other allied peoples, other tribes, and other bands was (and still is) very common to Lakota culture. The many bands and tribes of the Lakota and the many bands and tribes of their allies, the Cheyenne, undoubtedly contributed and still contribute to one another since the two often coexisted. Once one understands the nature of these complex interactions, it is not hard at all to understand how there came to be much inter-people, inter-tribal, and inter-band overlap in both the large and small narratives that uphold Native American culture generally, and Lakota culture specifically. Individual tribes may have their own versions and interpretations of the over-lapping meta-narratives, myths, and cosmologies, but upon close examination one begins to see the many common threads that bind these narratives together. Morris notes that central to the Native American Wisdom Tradition, the Oglala Lakota tradition included, is the medicine wheel, or the sacred hoop. This is the essence of their world, the metaphorical circle of their shared reality. She observes that this particular conception of the circle, “contains the seen and the unseen, the known and the unknown aspects of life. It is here that the ordinary and the mundane are intertwined with the mysteries of living, with experiences of the sacred” (96). Participation in sacred stories serves to keep the people conscious of the “life-sustaining bonds” that connect them and their world. Morris says that the medicine wheel “embodies and teaches the laws of the natural world by organizing time in a meaningful cyclical frame” (96). In other words, both the participation in stories and use of the medicine wheel in ritual serve to draw the Lakota ever closer to the world in which they live. As Morris noted earlier, many other stories operate in the service of this larger cosmic
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narrative. Again, this seems to be the highest purpose to which a narrative might be put and stands in stark contrast to the fragmented and discontinuous “western” approach to the world. Noriss Heatherington, in his cosmological studies, emphasized the importance of the Lakota conceptions of fourness (10-11). Walsh notes that the sacred concept of fourness is widespread and extends to many other shamanic and animistic cultures, but that specific tribes (like the Lakota), through their shamanic cognitive observations of the world and/or interactions with other similar cultures, came to have unique narratives and rituals based on this sacred concept. Some extensions of this Lakota concept of fourness are as follows: the four directions (not the same as in European geometric astronomy, but have to do with the rising and setting sun on the solstices), the four seasons, the four divisions of time (day, night, moon, winter), four parts of everything that grows from the ground (roots, stem, leaves, fruit), four types of things that breathe (crawlers, fliers, the 4-legged, and 2-legged), the four things above the world (sun, moon, sky, and stars), the four levels of power and incarnation of the Great Spirit - Wakan Tanka, and the four periods of human life (infancy, childhood, man or womanhood, and old age). Thus, the sacred medicine wheel acts as what Heatherington calls a mnemonic symbol, a picture which acts as the rope that ties an idea, in this case the sacred concept of fourness, to the mind. Narratives and rituals, as we have seen, serve to further cement this intersubjective conceptualizing of reality and offer a relatively concrete language and context inside which to interact with the world. Early in the Oglala Lakota reservation years (1896), the physician James R. Walker came to live with the Oglala to serve as doctor on the reservation. Walker quickly realized that in order to help the people on the reservation that he would have to prove his respect for the tribe’s traditional ways and the most adept practitioners of those ways – the Oglala shamans. Over the course of his long tenure as doctor on the reservation, not only did Walker ingratiate himself with the people of the tribe, but he came to implement the tribe’s sacred practices alongside his western medical knowledge. Evidently the shamans gained enough respect for Walker that they eventually taught him not only the rituals, but the
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meaning behind this sacred knowledge and practice as well. The shamans also came to assist Walker in undertaking the daunting project of recording for posterity the sacred narratives and practices, even those only known by the shamans, for posterity. In his writings, Walker’s frustration with the inadequacy of the English language to accurately describe Oglala Lakota beliefs and practices is evident. In reading Walker’s letters and notes, one also senses Walker’s frustration with the non-linearity and non-hierarchical nature of Oglala oral tradition and myth. Lastly, Walker’s attempt to turn living narratives into standardized “dead” versions illustrates his western bias. George Sword, one of Walker’s shaman informants, insisted that even by these years, “a great change had come over the Lakota language since it had been reduced to writing by white missionaries” (21). Consequently, these shamans were some of the few remaining people who knew the true nature of traditional Lakota language. Was it not for Walker working with the Oglala shamans to capture these narratives in print (although they undoubtedly lost much meaning in the process), it is very likely they would have vanished without a trace. We are indebted to Walker and the shamans for their time and energy in attempting as best as possible to communicate their myth, belief, and ritual. These accounts have revealed so much about the living art of oral tradition among the Oglala people. Walker tried, as best as possible to assemble a general Oglala description of the different forms taken by Wakan Tanka, the Great Spirit. Since the Oglala know that the physical and spiritual worlds are intimately intertwined, a general description, such as Walker’s, is necessary to understanding any person or event in the Lakota world. Walker came to understand the Oglala spiritual genealogy as follows: In the beginning there was only Inyan and Han. Inyan was at first soft and shapeless, but allpowerful. His power resided in his blood. Han was, and still is, the darkness. Inyan wanted to create another entity over which he could exert his power, but knew that in doing so he would have to give up some of his power. Since he was selfish, he created Maka (the earth) as a new part of himself. In this process, he was careless and spilled all of his blue blood (in which his
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power resided). Having spilled all his blood, Inyan shriveled up and became hard and powerless (the rock). His blue blood continued to flow to the lowest parts of Maka and became Mini, the waters of the seas. Since the power that was in his blood was no longer contained in anything, it rose above the waters and Maka and Inyan, forming the sky and the all powerful spirit that inhabits the skies – Skan. Thus all of the power came to reside with Skan. It seems that Maka was of contentious nature and began to heckle with Inyan about the fact that he had not created her to be her own separate entity. Maka demanded that Inyan have Han banished. Since Inyan was now powerless, and was tired of Maka rubbing this fact in his face, he pleaded with Skan to use his power to banish Han. Skan agreed that he would do this, and in so doing created Anp, the god of red light that has no heat or shadows. After a time, Maka began to realize that she was cold and naked. This time she appealed to Skan directly to intercede on her behalf. Once again, Skan agreed, taking from both Inyan and Maka, and from himself to create Wi (the sun god). After a time, Maka once again pleaded with Skan that now she could find no comfort anywhere, except in shadow. She pleaded with Skan to return Han to the world. After thinking all this over, Skan, in his infinite wisdom, decided that there should be a time when Wi, Anp, and Han each spread themselves over the world for a time. Skan commanded Anp to follow Wi into the regions under the world and for Wi to follow Anp out from under the regions below. From this description, we see that Skan is, in essence, the most pure and powerful form of Wakan Tanka. Below Skan in power is Wi. This god of the sun is followed in power by Maka, the god of the earth, and finally by Inyan, the rock and first source of all things. The works of these entities were experienced daily by any Lakota. See Figure 2 for the general order of the narrative.
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Figure 2. The Genealogy of Wakan Tanka
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Each of the main forms or personalities of Wakan Tanka, for various reasons cited in Oglala Lakota myth and ritual, created a companion for themselves. The first, Hanwi (the moon), seems to be pretty self-explanatory. The name is a combination of Han (the darkness) and Wi (the sun spirit). It seems that literally the name would translate to something like “the bright spirit of the night” or “she who is the synthesis of darkness and light”. Tate (the wind) was created by Skan for companionship. It seems that Unk, originally created by Maka for companionship, became even more contentious than Maka herself and had to be cast into the seas. There she presides over the waters and oversees all things evil. She is often referred to as Unktehi. Wakinyan (the winged one) was created by Inyan to be his associate and messenger. Since the name Wakinyan has the original spirit’s name contained within its own, it seems that there must be some kind of linguistic or symbolic relevance to this fact. As my grasp of Lakota language is far from perfect, it is difficult to say what that meaning might be. If I had to make an educated guess, I would say that it must be something fairly literal, such as “the winged spirit who proceeds from Inyan” or something to that effect. These companion spirits are laid out in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. The Companion Forms of Wakan Tanka
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According to Oglala myth, as presented by Walker, Skan (spirit of the skies) created his daughter, Wohpe, to be the mediator between himself and all other things. She is known as the “matron” of harmony, beauty and pleasure. Ksa was hatched from the egg of Wakinyan (the winged one) after she and her maker, Inyan (now the rock spirit) came together. Originally Ksa was the god or spirit of wisdom, but through various circumstances has become the spirit of mischief, Iktomi. The second child of Inyan, after he came together with Unk (evil godess of the waters) was called Iya, and was as thoroughly evil as could be. If we remember correctly, Unk was the daughter of Maka who was Inyan’s first creation and was part of himself. Thus, Inyan came together with the daughter (Unk) of his other half (Maka) to create a child (Iya) who was even more evil than this child’s mother (Unk). Then, this most evil of evil spirits, Iya, came together with his mother, Unk – evil godess of the sea, and begat a beautiful, enticing and deceitful demon, Gnaski. See Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Additional Spiritual Genealogy
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According to the myths on record, there is no genealogy for the spirits of Ta Tanka, Hu Nonp, Wani, and Yum, though they are major players in many of the Lakota myths and very sacred to the people. Presumably they were also created by Skan, that part of the Great Spirit that lives in the skies. Ta Tanka is the buffalo spirit or god, who oversees ceremonies, health, and provisions. Hu Nonp is known as the bear spirit or god and is the patron or matron of wisdom. Wani can be described as “the four winds” and the one appealed to in matters of vitality or weather. Yum has been translated as “the whirlwind” and is the god or goddess of chance, games, and love. Neither is the genealogy given for Nagi (the spirit), Niya (the ghost), Sicun (the intellect), and Nagila (emotion or non-rational perception). It seems as if these are the four parts of humans (Pte), created at one point by Skan to be his servants. Interestingly, sometimes it seems that the gender of a spirit or god is critical to the myth, and at other times the gender is either completely ambiguous or irrelevant. My educated guess would be that this aspect depends much upon the specific shaman, storyteller, historian or mythologist relating the myth. It must be noted that, although the Oglala shamans interpreted and navigated their reality in the above-mentioned manner, they by no means speak for other Lakota tribes or shamanic peoples, whose shamans may have had different interpretations of shamanic and animistic knowledge. It is into this shamanic and animistic context of very connected and meaningful living stories and ritual that we come in search of insight into the historic and now mythic person of Ta Shunke Witko. As a lead character in both Lakota and American narratives, Ta Shunke Witko offers valuable insight into the cognitive and worldview conflict that occurred between his people and the expanding American nation. Wounded Knee, the last formal armed conflict in the Lakota vs. American battle for dominance of the American West, badly crippled the spiritual, emotional and physical lives of every Lakota. Even after a hundred years, sadly, there still is not much hope for peacefully combining these two radically different worldviews. Perhaps Rex Alan Smith sums the cosmological conflict up best when he says:
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…the tragedy that occurred at Wounded Knee was the result of neither individual personalities nor intentions. That it occurred where it did was an accident. That it would occur somewhere was almost predestined. It was the result of one of those inevitable tides of history that dictate change; for the long road to Wounded Knee actually began at the door of the first factory of the Industrial Age – an age that was to be the doom of nomadic hunting cultures everywhere. It ended with a final confrontation of two cultures…so different that mutual understanding was improbable and coexistence impossible (2). Having said this, I also believe that there is much for both groups to learn from each other and the person of Ta Sunke Witko, only that it will be greatly misunderstood if not learned inside the context of his people’s spiritual and physical situation in the mid to late 1800s .



Ta Shunke Witko: Conflicting Narratives Heroism is a relationship, first between an individual and their people, and then between their people and the living idea of the heroic individual. In Ta Shunke Witko’s case, heroism is also a relationship between those from a radically different cognition, worldview, and culture and the living idea of the particular heroic individual. This would include those Lakota who had already given up on the traditional ways. This co-opting of a rival culture’s hero, complicates matters a bit and amounts to a transformation of a reliably and meaningfully told living oral narrative to an unreliably told, dead, and morally elastic narrative. Perhaps the most realistic written account of Ta Shunke Witko’s life is Kingsley M. Bray’s work, Crazy Horse: A Lakota Life. While the work does not deal with the deeper aspects of cognition and worldview, Bray has admirably depicted spiritual aspects of the young warrior’s life in a way that only a novel or a play could do better, at least in terms of print. The most meaningful and reliable retelling, would likely be a non-western oral or ritualistic one that has remained in contact with the original narrative as it has been passed down. Obviously, since Bray’s goal for his project is to set down a realistic and reliable piecing together of primary source material, he forgoes the flowery and dramatic language common to a novel and it is simply assumed, since he has adopted the western academic 27 | P a g e



standards, that his perspective will be western. It seems that Bray does not necessarily feel that a fictional account based largely on the historical record would be a bad idea, only that one should not send messages contrary to the historical record with the fictional account. We may deduce this from his commentary on the largely fictional work of Mary Sandoz, Crazy Horse, the Strange Man of the Oglalas. Bray says that for over sixty years scholars and connoisseurs have looked to Sandoz’s work for information about the life of Crazy Horse. He notes that, while Sandoz “commanded a compelling narrative style and an unmatched ability to evoke plains landscapes… Sandoz forced her materials to fit dramatic unities” not present in the life of her protagonist (xvi). Bray continues, saying that even though Sandoz’s dramatic retelling raised crucial awareness about the person of Crazy Horse and the plight of the Lakota, it has skewed the historical research relating to Ta Shunke Witko in a very misleading way. According to Bray, “Secondary writers have dutifully followed Sandoz, but no contemporary document or Lakota testimony backs up the dramatic reconstruction” she completed (xvi). Sandoz has Crazy Horse show up in places which he was far from at the time. She condenses his lifelong pursuit of visions into one definitive vision. Events are taken out of sequence and out of context. Bray notes that, in most works of fiction the main protagonists are at least allowed internal conflicts and dark sides (which in this case would have followed the historical record), but even these she glossed over – his adultery, his tenure as a heyoka (which would have entailed many strange and taunting behaviors, everything from public masturbation to cold blooded murder in exchange for spiritual power), and descriptions of the darker side of waging intertribal war. Ultimately Bray concludes that, “…her hero’s reality became secondary to the creation of her own idealized supermale -- chaste, courageous, and reflective, both warrior and mystic” (xvii). Thus, we see the heroic persona of Ta Shunke Witko manipulated in a way from which it is hard to retreat. In the work of Sandoz, we can see what looks remarkably like the Medieval Catholic Church’s attempt to make the shamanic insights of various individuals (the mystic saints) fit into a predetermined
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narrative structure. The motivations for this distortion of the historical record can be many and varied. The church fathers, whether or not they understood shamanic insight, had an interest in both securing and supporting their established power structure. Sandoz obviously knew that she was distorting the historical record, for whatever reason, but she may have honestly not understood shamanic individuals like Ta Shunke Witko and the light or dark spiritual insight that guides them. As Walsh notes of many a psychologist’s attempt to brush off shamanic practices and insight, one has to be familiar with the actual process of this insight itself in order to even remotely begin to understand individuals who have access to this type of insight and use it as a precept for action. Bray’s work is about the best western approximation of what we might have seen as western observers. It, however, can never take the place of an embodied and participatory narrative as seen through the same cognition, worldview and culture of the hero’s. Even in this best-case-scenario, however, time may have obscured too much already. But then again, there is always shamanic revelation.
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