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Abstract

Shamanism generally refers to indigenous ritual systems involving relationships between
humans and spiritual or non-human realms, often associated with healing, spirit mediation,
trance, and altered states of consciousness. In the Khambu worldview of eastern Nepal, Dowang
refers to an indigenous ritual institution associated with ancestral calling, sacred knowledge,
and the transmission of Mundhum, the orally transmitted cosmological and cultural knowledge
system of the Khambu people. This study examines whether dominant theories of shamanism
adequately explain the Khambu understanding of Dowang and Mundhum. Using a qualitative
interpretive approach, the study combines a review of major shamanism theories with primary
oral narratives obtained through semi-structured interviews with three Khambu knowledge
holders in Khotang and Bhojpur. The findings indicate that Dowang is understood not simply as
a trance practitioner or spirit medium but as a bearer of ancestral knowledge and Mundhum-
based cultural continuity. The study therefore proposes Local Indigenous Shamanism Theory
(LIST) as an indigenous-centered framework emphasizing ancestral ontology, dream
epistemology, oral transmission, and relational cosmology. The study contributes to decolonial
and indigenous scholarship by foregrounding Khambu categories of knowledge in theorizing

shamanism.
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Introduction

The concept of shamanism has occupied an important position within anthropology,
comparative religion, psychology, and indigenous studies. Since the development of modern
ethnographic scholarship, scholars have attempted to identify common characteristics of ritual
specialists across culturally diverse societies. In much of the classical literature, shamanism has
been associated with spirit communication, healing, divination, trance, ecstatic experience, and
mediation between human and non-human realms (Eliade, 1964; Winkelman, 2010). However,
the use of “shamanism” as a cross-cultural category has also generated considerable theoretical
debate because ritual specialists in different societies do not necessarily share the same

cosmological foundations, ritual institutions, or concepts of spiritual authority (Kehoe, 2000).

Classical approaches to shamanism were strongly influenced by ethnographic materials
from Siberia and Central Asia. Eliade (1964) conceptualized shamanism primarily in terms of
ecstasy, trance, and the movement between ordinary and spiritual realms. His influential work
Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy became a major reference point in comparative
studies of shamanism. However, the universalizing tendency of this approach has subsequently
been questioned because the application of a generalized category of shamanism to culturally
diverse traditions may obscure their distinctive historical and cosmological contexts (Kehoe,

2000).

Later approaches expanded the study of shamanism beyond the classical ecstatic model.
Winkelman (2010) examined shamanism from a cross-cultural and biopsychosocial perspective,
emphasizing altered states of consciousness and their relationship to human cognition,
neurobiology, and healing. His approach contributes to understanding recurring patterns in
shamanic experience across cultures. Nevertheless, a predominantly neuropsychological
interpretation may not fully explain the culturally specific meanings attributed to dreams, spirits,

ancestors, ritual authority, and sacred knowledge within particular indigenous societies.

Psychological interpretations also provide another influential perspective. Drawing on

analytical psychology, Jung (1968) understood archetypes and the collective unconscious as
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important dimensions of human psychological experience. From such a perspective, visionary
experiences and symbolic religious images may be examined in relation to archetypal structures
of the psyche. Although this approach provides important insights into the psychological
dimensions of religious experience, interpreting indigenous spiritual beings and visionary
experiences primarily through universal psychological categories may overlook the ontological

meanings attributed to them by indigenous communities themselves.

Critical approaches subsequently questioned the universal application of the category

2

“shamanism.” Kehoe (2000) particularly challenged the uncritical extension of the term
“shaman” to indigenous ritual practitioners outside the cultural contexts from which the term
historically emerged. Her critique draws attention to the danger of treating culturally different
ritual specialists as equivalent simply because they share certain observable features such as
healing, spirit communication, trance, or ritual mediation. Such critiques have encouraged

scholars to examine indigenous ritual institutions within their specific historical, cultural, and

cosmological contexts.

This theoretical debate is particularly relevant to the study of indigenous ritual traditions
in Nepal. The Khambu people of eastern Nepal possess a distinctive cosmological and ritual
tradition centered on Mundhum, an orally transmitted body of sacred knowledge concerning
ancestry, cosmology, ritual practice, morality, history, and collective identity. Studies of Kiranti
communities in eastern Nepal have demonstrated the close relationship among mythology,
ancestry, kinship, territory, and ethnic identity, highlighting the importance of understanding
indigenous traditions within their own cultural and historical contexts (Gaenszle, 2000).
Similarly, Rai (2020) examines Suptulung as an indigenous knowledge system of the Kirat Rai
people, emphasizing its relationship with Mundhum, oral ritual practices, spirituality, and
cultural identity. Within this cultural context, Dowang occupies an important ritual and
epistemological position. Rather than being understood simply as a healer, trance practitioner, or
spirit medium, Dowang is understood within the Khambu worldview in relation to ancestral
knowledge, ritual authority, Mundhum, and the continuity of indigenous cultural traditions. Thus,
the meaning of Dowang cannot be fully understood by examining ritual performance alone; it
must also be situated within the wider Khambu worldview and its relationship with ancestors,

dreams, oral transmission, and sacred knowledge.
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Existing studies of indigenous ritual traditions in Nepal have contributed valuable ethnographic
and cultural descriptions of ritual specialists, Mundhum, and Kirat religious traditions (Gaenszle,
2000; Rai, 2020). However, much of the available scholarship has tended either to describe
particular ritual practices or to interpret them through broader categories such as shamanism,
spirit mediumship, healing, and trance. More broadly, critical scholarship has questioned the
uncritical extension of the category “shaman” to culturally distinct indigenous ritual specialists,
particularly where concepts originating in Siberian traditions are generalized across different
cultural contexts (Kehoe, 2000). What remains comparatively underdeveloped is a theoretical
examination of how the Khambu themselves conceptualize Dowang and how that indigenous
conceptualization challenges or extends dominant theories of shamanism. In particular,
insufficient attention has been given to the relationship among Dowang, Mundhum, ancestral
ontology, dream-based knowledge, oral transmission, and cultural continuity as an integrated

indigenous epistemological system.

The present study addresses this gap by examining the Khambu institution of Dowang
primarily through the indigenous worldview of communities in Khotang and Bhojpur districts of
eastern Nepal. It argues that the analytical significance of Dowang lies not only in ritual
mediation or altered states of consciousness but also in its relationship with Mundhum as a living
system of knowledge and ancestral continuity. From this perspective, dreams, spiritual calling,
ancestral relationships, ritual speech, and oral transmission are not treated merely as
psychological or symbolic phenomena but are examined according to their meanings within
Khambu cultural understanding. At the same time, the study does not seek to reject existing
theories of shamanism entirely; rather, it asks whether those theories are sufficient to explain a

localized ritual institution whose meaning is embedded in a broader indigenous cosmology.

The study therefore proposes Local Indigenous Shamanism Theory (LIST) as an
analytical framework for reconsidering the relationship between indigenous ritual institutions
and their own cosmological foundations. LIST is proposed here not as a universal replacement
for existing theories of shamanism, but as a localized theoretical formulation emerging from the
Khambu case. It emphasizes ancestral ontology, Mundhum-centered cosmology, dream
epistemology, oral ritual transmission, and cultural continuity as interconnected dimensions of

indigenous ritual life. In doing so, the study seeks to shift the analytical focus from asking
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whether Dowang fits an externally defined category of “shamanism” toward asking how Dowang
is understood within Khambu epistemology and what this understanding contributes to the

broader theorization of indigenous ritual systems.

Accordingly, this study addresses the following research questions:

1. How is Dowang understood within the Khambu indigenous worldview and Mundhum
tradition?

2. In what ways do ancestral calling, dreams, oral knowledge, and ritual transmission shape
the institution and authority of Dowang?

3. To what extent are classical and Universalist theories of shamanism adequate for
explaining the Khambu institution of Dowang?

4. How can the Khambu case contribute to the development of Local Indigenous

Shamanism Theory (LIST) as an indigenous-centered analytical framework?

The central argument of this study is that Dowang cannot be adequately understood when
separated from Mundhum, ancestral ontology, dream epistemology, and oral cultural continuity.
The Khambu case therefore demonstrates the importance of developing culturally grounded
theoretical approaches in which indigenous categories and interpretations are treated not merely
as ethnographic data but as potential sources of theoretical knowledge. In this sense, the study
contributes to ongoing debates on shamanism, indigenous epistemology, and decolonial
scholarship by reconsidering a localized ritual institution through the worldview of the

community in which it is embedded.

Method and Methodology

The present study adopted a qualitative interpretive research design combining
theoretical analysis with primary qualitative data obtained through semi-structured interviews.
The study was guided by an indigenous-centered and decolonial interpretive approach, with the
aim of examining the Khambu institution of Dowang and its relationship with Mundhum from
the perspective of Khambu cultural understandings. Rather than treating Dowang solely through

pre-existing universal categories of shamanism, the study sought to understand its meanings
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within the local indigenous worldview, particularly in relation to ancestry, ritual authority, oral

transmission, dreams, sacred knowledge, and cultural continuity.

The study also employed a comparative theoretical analysis of major approaches to
shamanism, including classical, psychological, neuropsychological, functionalist, and critical
approaches. These perspectives were examined in relation to the primary qualitative materials in
order to identify their explanatory relevance and limitations for understanding the Khambu
institution of Dowang. The study therefore combines theoretical interpretation with community-

based qualitative evidence rather than presenting itself as a purely ethnographic study.

Study Area and Duration

The study was conducted primarily in Khotang and Bhojpur districts of eastern Nepal,
areas associated with Khambu communities and their continuing cultural and ritual practices.
The research activities, including the collection of interview materials and related qualitative

information, were conducted over a period of approximately one year.

The study focused particularly on cultural knowledge concerning Mundhum, Dowang,
ancestral traditions, ritual practices, indigenous knowledge transmission, and

contemporary changes in Khambu cultural life.
Participants and Sampling

The study employed purposive sampling to select participants who possessed relevant
knowledge, experience, or involvement in Khambu cultural, linguistic, ritual, and Mundhum
traditions. Purposive sampling was considered appropriate because the study did not seek
statistical representation; rather, it aimed to obtain information-rich perspectives from
individuals with substantive knowledge of the cultural and ritual phenomena under investigation.
A total of 15 participants from Khotang and Bhojpur districts of eastern Nepal were
included in the study.

To protect participants' privacy and confidentiality, their real names and other directly

identifying information are not disclosed. Instead, participants are identified by codes P1-P1S5.
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Their backgrounds are presented in generalized categories, and exact residential addresses and

other potentially identifying details have been omitted.

Participant Code Relevant Background Age Group Sex  District
P1 Khambu cultural scholar/researcher ~ 60—69 Male Khotang
P2 Khambu cultural researcher and writer 50-59 Male Bhojpur
P3 Mundhumist/Dowang 60—-69 Male Bhojpur
P4 Khambu cultural knowledge holder ~ 50-59 Male Khotang
P5 Mundhum knowledge holder 60—69 Male Khotang
P6 Community elder 50-59 Male Khotang
P7 Cultural researcher 40-49 Male Khotang
P8 Mundhum practitioner 60—69 Male Bhojpur
P9 Community knowledge holder 50-59 Female Bhojpur
P10 Cultural activist/researcher 4049 Male Bhojpur
P11 Community elder 60—69 Male Bhojpur
P12 Mundhum knowledge holder 50-59 Male Bhojpur
P13 Cultural practitioner 40-49 Female Khotang
P14 Community knowledge holder 50-59 Male Bhojpur
P15 Community elder 60-69 Female Khotang

Participants were selected according to four principal criteria: (a) substantial knowledge
of Khambu/Kirat cultural traditions; (b) familiarity with Mundhum, indigenous ritual practices,

or Dowang-related traditions; (c¢) willingness and ability to participate in the study; and (d)
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capacity to provide informed perspectives relevant to the research questions. The sample
included cultural scholars, researchers, elders, Mundhum knowledge holders, ritual practitioners,
and community-based cultural actors in order to capture diverse perspectives on Dowang,

Mundhum, ancestral knowledge, ritual authority, and cultural transmission.

Data Sources and Data Collection

The study used both primary and secondary sources. Primary data were obtained
through semi-structured interviews with the three purposively selected participants. The
interview protocol consisted of ten open-ended questions focusing on Khambu cultural identity,
Mundhum, transmission of cultural knowledge, ritual practices, challenges to cultural continuity,
the role of cultural organizations and elders, youth and diaspora participation, endangered

cultural practices, and opportunities for cultural preservation.

The interviews were conducted as qualitative conversations guided by the predetermined
questions while allowing participants to elaborate on issues relevant to their knowledge and
experience. The interviews were conducted in the local linguistic context familiar to the
participants, including Bantawa and Chamling, where applicable, and the relevant responses
were subsequently translated into Nepali for analysis and interpretation. Where necessary,
clarification was sought from participants to maintain the intended cultural meaning of

indigenous terms and concepts.

In addition to interview materials, secondary data were obtained from scholarly books,
journal articles, previous studies on Kirat/Khambu communities, works on Mundhum and
indigenous knowledge, and major theoretical literature on shamanism. These sources were used
to situate the primary materials within wider anthropological, religious, indigenous, and

decolonial scholarship.

Interview Procedure

The interviews were conducted using a semi-structured interview protocol. The

researcher first explained the purpose of the research and the intended academic use of the
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information to the participants. Participants were given an opportunity to provide their views

freely and to elaborate on issues they considered culturally significant.

The interviews focused on broad thematic areas rather than requiring participants to
provide predetermined answers. Particular attention was given to participants' own explanations
of Mundhum, Dowang, ancestral relationships, ritual authority, cultural transmission, and
changes in Khambu cultural practices. Indigenous terms were retained where their meanings

could not be adequately represented through direct translation.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations were observed throughout the research process. Participants were
informed about the academic purpose of the study and the use of their responses in the research
article. Permission was obtained from the participants to identify them by name and
professional/cultural background in the study. Their participation was voluntary, and they
were informed that they could decline to answer questions or withdraw their participation where

applicable.

Particular care was taken in interpreting culturally sensitive concepts such as Mundhum,
Dowang, ancestral communication, dreams, spiritual calling, and ritual knowledge. These
concepts were presented primarily according to participants' own cultural explanations rather
than automatically being interpreted as psychological disorders, symbolic representations, or
objectively verified supernatural phenomena. The study distinguishes between participants'

culturally situated claims and the researcher's analytical interpretation of those claims.

Data Analysis and Interpretation

The interview materials were analyzed using thematic qualitative analysis. The
responses were first organized according to recurring themes emerging from the interview
materials. Major themes included Mundhum and cultural identity, ancestral knowledge,
ritual authority, transmission of indigenous knowledge, Dowang, oral tradition, cultural

continuity, modernization, and challenges to indigenous cultural preservation.
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The interview findings were then interpreted comparatively with the theoretical literature on
shamanism. Particular attention was given to the ways in which participants' explanations of
Dowang corresponded with, differed from, or challenged concepts such as trance, spirit

mediation, altered states of consciousness, ritual specialization, and psychological interpretation.

The analysis therefore followed three interconnected stages: (1) identification of themes
within the interview materials; (2) comparison of those themes with existing theories and
literature on shamanism; and (3) interpretive analysis from an indigenous-centered and
decolonial perspective. This process provided the basis for examining whether dominant theories

of shamanism adequately explain the Khambu institution of Dowang.

Methodological Position

The study is not presented as a full-scale ethnographic study because it does not claim
to provide prolonged participant observation, comprehensive community ethnography, or a
systematic ethnographic description of Khambu society. Rather, it is a qualitative interpretive
theoretical study supported by purposively selected semi-structured interviews and

documentary/theoretical analysis.

The methodological orientation is informed by a decolonial perspective that seeks to
reduce the tendency to impose universal theoretical categories upon indigenous cultural realities.
At the same time, the study does not assume that participants' interpretations constitute
universally verifiable claims. Instead, their accounts are treated as situated indigenous
knowledge and culturally meaningful interpretations, which are analyzed alongside
established scholarship on shamanism. This approach enables the study to examine the
theoretical significance of Dowang and Mundhum while maintaining a distinction between
indigenous worldview, empirical interview material, and the researcher's theoretical

interpretation.
Literature Review

Scholarship on shamanism has developed through a range of theoretical approaches,

including classical, psychological, neuropsychological, and critical perspectives. Early
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comparative approaches frequently emphasized trance, ecstasy, spirit communication, healing,
and altered states of consciousness as major characteristics of shamanic practices. Eliade (1964),
for example, conceptualized shamanism primarily in terms of ecstasy, spiritual experience, and
communication between human and supernatural realms. Later, Winkelman (2010) approached
shamanism from a biopsychosocial perspective and emphasized altered states of consciousness
and their relationship to human neurobiology. Psychological approaches, including Jungian
interpretations, have likewise examined visionary and spiritual experiences through the concepts
of archetypes and the collective unconscious (Jung, 1968). These approaches have made
important contributions to the comparative study of ritual and religious experience, but they have
also been criticized for potentially privileging generalized explanatory categories over culturally

specific indigenous understandings.

Critical scholarship has therefore questioned whether “shamanism” can appropriately
function as a universal analytical category for diverse indigenous ritual traditions. Kehoe (2000),
in particular, challenges the tendency to apply the category of shamanism broadly across
culturally distinct societies without sufficient attention to their own conceptual systems.
Similarly, later critical scholarship has emphasized that categories developed through particular
historical and ethnographic contexts may become problematic when they are generalized as
universal descriptions of indigenous religious practices. Such critiques are particularly relevant
to the present study because the analytical category of “shamanism” may not fully capture the

cultural meanings attached to Dowang within the Khambu worldview.

Scholarship on Kirat and Rai indigenous traditions provides an important contextual
foundation for understanding this issue. Gaenszle (2000), in his ethnographic study of the
Mewahang Rai of eastern Nepal, demonstrates the close relationship among mythology, kinship,
ancestry, migration, and ethnic identity. His work illustrates the importance of interpreting
Kiranti cultural traditions through their own historical and cosmological contexts rather than
treating ritual practices as isolated religious phenomena. Similarly, Rai (2020) examines
Suptulung as indigenous knowledge among the Kirat Rai, emphasizing its relationship with
Mundhum, oral ritual practices, spirituality, and cultural identity. The study shows that
Mundhum is practiced as an oral religio-cultural philosophy and that ritual spaces such as

Suptulung function as important sites of indigenous knowledge transmission.
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More recent scholarship has continued to emphasize the importance of indigenous
knowledge, oral transmission, and community-based interpretation within Kirat studies. For
example, Rai Yamphu (2025) examines Mangsuk as a ritual and indigenous learning space
within the Yamphu community and highlights the continuing importance of Mundhum-based
oral transmission and indigenous knowledge in contemporary community life. Recent
scholarship on Mundhum has also begun to examine the development of Mundum studies itself,
including the movement from earlier documentation-oriented approaches toward more
systematic and community-based scholarship and decolonial interpretations of Mundum as an

indigenous epistemological system.

Taken together, the existing literature demonstrates that Kirat indigenous traditions
involve complex relationships among Mundhum, oral knowledge, ritual practice, ancestry,
spirituality, cultural identity, and intergenerational transmission. However, the literature
reviewed above does not sufficiently address the specific theoretical relationship between the
Khambu institution of Dowang and Mundhum in relation to dominant theories of shamanism.
In particular, limited attention has been given to how Dowang is understood within Khambu
cultural knowledge and how concepts such as ancestral calling, dream-based knowledge, ritual
authority, oral transmission, and ancestral relationships may challenge interpretations that
primarily emphasize trance, altered states of consciousness, spirit mediation, or psychological

processes.

The present study therefore builds upon existing scholarship while addressing a more
specific theoretical question: whether the Khambu institution of Dowang can be adequately
explained through established theories of shamanism or whether its relationship with
Mundhum requires a more localized indigenous-centered analytical framework. In this
context, the study proposes Local Indigenous Shamanism Theory (LIST) as a framework for
examining Dowang through the interconnected dimensions of indigenous ontology, Mundhum-
centered cosmology, ancestral knowledge, dream epistemology, oral transmission, and cultural

continuity.
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Theoretical Gap

A substantial theoretical gap becomes evident when dominant paradigms of world
shamanism are critically examined in relation to the Khambu institution of Dowang and the
Mundhum-centered cosmological tradition. Although the anthropology of shamanism has
produced extensive comparative scholarship concerning ritual specialists, spirit mediation, trance
practices, and altered states of consciousness, the majority of these theoretical models have been
constructed upon epistemological assumptions derived primarily from Siberian, Central Asian,
Amazonian, and Western psychological interpretations of religious experience. Consequently,
many localized indigenous cosmologies have been interpreted through generalized conceptual
categories that insufficiently reflect their internal philosophical structures and culturally specific

understandings of ritual authority, sacred knowledge, and ancestral continuity.

Within classical shamanism theory, ritual specialists have generally been conceptualized
as individuals who acquire ritual authority through ecstatic mastery, spirit communication, trance
performance, and ceremonial expertise. Even in cases where spiritual calling is acknowledged,
emphasis has frequently remained upon ritual performance and altered states of consciousness as
the defining characteristics of shamanic identity. Such frameworks assume that the shaman
primarily functions as a mediator between human and spiritual worlds through specialized ritual
techniques. However, within Khambu cosmology, the institution of Dowang cannot adequately

be reduced to ritual specialization alone.

The findings of the present study indicate that Dowang is not understood merely as a
socially recognized practitioner who acquires authority through apprenticeship, imitation, or
ritual training. Rather, Dowang is believed to emerge through ancestral selection mediated by
Mang, revelatory dreams, spiritual affliction, bodily transformation, and cosmological calling.
Ritual legitimacy is therefore not socially manufactured but spiritually constituted. The
emergence of Dowang is understood as an ontological transformation rather than the acquisition
of technical ritual expertise. Such an understanding fundamentally differs from dominant
theoretical models that conceptualize shamanic identity primarily in terms of learned ritual

competence.

Furthermore, the process through which Dowang emerges reveals an epistemological

structure inadequately addressed within existing shamanism theories. Within dominant Western
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intellectual traditions, legitimate knowledge has historically been associated with empirical
observation, rational verification, textual transmission, and institutionalized learning systems.
Consequently, dreams and visionary experiences have often been interpreted either as symbolic
psychological expressions or as irrational forms of consciousness lacking epistemological
validity. Within Jungian and psychoanalytic interpretations, spiritual encounters are frequently

reduced to manifestations of archetypes or unconscious symbolic processes.

In contrast, within Khambu cosmology, dreams constitute legitimate channels of sacred
revelation and ancestral communication. Ritual knowledge, sacred language, assisting spirits,
ritual instruments, and cosmological understanding are believed to emerge through dream
transmission and spiritual encounter. The process through which previously untrained individuals
gradually acquire ritual speech, sacred utterance, and Mundhum knowledge following ancestral
calling demonstrates the existence of an alternative indigenous epistemology in which revelation,
embodiment, spiritual affliction, and visionary experience function as authentic modes of
knowledge production. Existing theories of shamanism have insufficiently addressed such
epistemological systems because they remain grounded largely within rationalist assumptions

that privilege empirical cognition over sacred revelation.

A further theoretical limitation becomes visible in the treatment of oral civilization and
sacred transmission within global shamanism scholarship. Most comparative theories
conceptualize shamanism as an individual ritual function associated with healing, divination,
trance, or spirit mediation. The broader civilizational significance of ritual specialists within oral
indigenous societies has frequently remained underdeveloped within theoretical analysis.
However, within Khambu worldview, Dowang constitutes far more than an individual
ceremonial practitioner. Dowang functions as the living bearer of Mundhum, through which
cosmology, ancestral memory, ritual law, ethical order, sacred history, territorial consciousness,

and collective identity are transmitted across generations.

Mundhum itself cannot adequately be categorized merely as mythology, folklore, oral literature,
or ritual recitation. Rather, it represents a comprehensive indigenous knowledge system
encompassing cosmological philosophy, historical consciousness, spiritual ethics, ritual structure,
and ancestral continuity. Because Mundhum survives primarily through oral transmission

embodied within Dowang, the preservation of sacred knowledge remains inseparable from the
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existence of ritual practitioners themselves. Consequently, the disappearance of Dowang would
not merely signify the decline of ritual performance but would threaten the continuity of the
entire Mundhum-centered civilization structure. Existing global theories have insufficiently

addressed this relationship between ritual specialists and the preservation of oral civilization.

The theoretical gap becomes even more pronounced in relation to the ontological status
of ancestors within Khambu cosmology. Dominant symbolic and psychological approaches
frequently interpret ancestors and spirits as metaphorical or archetypal representations emerging
from collective psychological structures. Within such models, spiritual beings often function
symbolically rather than ontologically. However, within Khambu worldview, ancestors are
understood as active presences participating continuously within social, ritual, moral, and
cosmological life. Ancestors are believed to influence ritual legitimacy, guide spiritual calling,
transmit sacred knowledge, and maintain cosmological balance within the living community.
Such an understanding establishes an active relational ontology connecting ancestors, territory,

lineage, ritual memory, and communal identity.

Existing universal theories of shamanism remain limited because they often isolate ritual
practice from broader indigenous structures of cosmology, territoriality, ancestry, and identity.
Comparative models have generally prioritized observable ritual similarities while neglecting
culturally specific philosophical systems through which ritual practice acquires meaning. As a
result, localized indigenous traditions such as the Khambu Dowang system have frequently been
absorbed into generalized categories that obscure their intellectual and cosmological

distinctiveness.

Theoretical limitations also emerge from the universalizing tendencies historically
embedded within anthropology itself. The category “shamanism” was initially derived from
specific Siberian ritual traditions before being expanded into a generalized comparative concept
applicable to numerous indigenous societies across the world. Through this process, culturally
distinct ritual systems were frequently interpreted according to externally constructed
classificatory frameworks. Such universalization produced epistemological hierarchies in which
indigenous conceptual categories were subordinated to academic terminology developed outside

indigenous cosmological systems. Consequently, indigenous understandings concerning sacred
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authority, ancestral presence, oral continuity, and spiritual revelation were often translated into

simplified anthropological abstractions.

The present study therefore identifies a major theoretical absence within contemporary
shamanism scholarship: the lack of an indigenous-centered framework capable of integrating
ancestral ontology, oral civilization, dream epistemology, sacred transmission, and cultural
continuity within a single analytical model. Existing theories have generally examined trance,
healing, symbolism, altered consciousness, or ritual function separately, while failing to
conceptualize indigenous ritual systems as integrated cosmological structures through which

civilization itself is reproduced.

It is precisely this theoretical absence that necessitates the formulation of Local
Indigenous Shamanism Theory (LIST). The proposed framework seeks to move beyond
universalized and reductionist interpretations of shamanism by grounding theoretical analysis
within localized indigenous worldviews themselves. LIST recognizes that ritual institutions such
as Dowang cannot adequately be understood outside the interconnected structures of Mundhum,
ancestry, sacred revelation, oral transmission, territorial relation, and cosmological continuity.
Through this framework, indigenous ritual traditions are interpreted not as isolated religious
phenomena but as foundational systems of cultural existence, collective memory, and indigenous

civilization.
Local Indigenous Shamanism Theory (LIST)

In response to the identified limitations of dominant universalist approaches to
shamanism, Local Indigenous Shamanism Theory (LIST) is proposed as a comprehensive
analytical framework for interpreting indigenous ritual systems that are grounded in localized
cosmological, epistemological, and ontological structures. LIST is developed as a corrective
theoretical model that challenges the assumption that shamanic traditions across the world can be
adequately understood through standardized categories such as trance specialist, ecstatic healer,
or spirit mediator. Instead, LIST argues that indigenous ritual systems must be analyzed through
the internal logic of their own worldview systems, particularly where ritual authority, sacred
knowledge, and cultural continuity are inseparably embedded within ancestral, oral, and

cosmological structures.
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At its core, LIST is based upon the argument that certain indigenous traditions cannot be
meaningfully interpreted through universal shamanism paradigms because the foundations of
ritual authority are not primarily located in individual ritual skill or psychological altered states,
but rather in complex relational systems involving ancestors, oral cosmology, sacred memory,
territorial belonging, and collective identity formation. Within such systems, ritual practice is not
an isolated religious function but an integrated expression of indigenous civilization itself.
Consequently, ritual specialists cannot be understood merely as practitioners of religious
techniques, but must be interpreted as embodied institutions through which cosmological

continuity and cultural survival are actively maintained.

Within this theoretical framework, the institution of the Khamb’s Dowang of Nepal is
reconceptualized not as a form of ritual specialization or individual religious expertise, but as the
embodied preservation of indigenous civilization, cosmological order, and oral intellectual
tradition. Dowang is understood as a living institutional structure through which sacred memory
is continuously regenerated and transmitted. This implies that Dowang functions simultaneously
as a bearer of cosmology, a custodian of ancestral knowledge, a transmitter of ritual language,
and a mediator of sacred continuity. In this sense, Dowang cannot be reduced to an individual
actor performing rituals; rather, Dowang is analytically positioned as a civilizational mechanism

through which indigenous knowledge systems are sustained over time.

The first foundational principle of LIST is ancestral ontology. Within this principle, ritual
authority is understood to originate not from institutional recognition, social validation, or formal
training systems, but from ancestral recognition and spiritual selection. The emergence of
Dowang is therefore interpreted as an ontological transformation in which an individual is called
into ritual existence through ancestral agency. This process is typically manifested through
dreams, spiritual visions, bodily affliction, psychological disruption, and other forms of liminal
experience. Such phenomena are not interpreted as pathological conditions or psychological
disturbances, but rather as epistemologically meaningful indicators of ancestral engagement. In

this framework, ritual authority is not constructed socially but revealed cosmologically.

The second principle concerns Mundhum-centered cosmology. Mundhum 1is interpreted
not as a narrative tradition, folklore, or mythological corpus, but as a comprehensive indigenous

knowledge system that integrates cosmology, sacred history, ethical order, ritual law,
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philosophical worldview, and ancestral memory. Mundhum functions as both an epistemological
and ontological structure through which reality is interpreted and organized within the
indigenous worldview. Because Mundhum is primarily sustained through oral transmission,
embodied recitation, and ritual performance, its continuity is directly dependent upon the
existence of Dowang as its living carrier. Thus, Dowang is not external to Mundhum but
constitutes its operative and existential condition. Without Dowang, Mundhum is not merely
weakened but epistemically destabilized, as its mode of transmission is fundamentally embodied

and performative rather than textual.

The third principle of LIST is dream epistemology. Within this principle, dreams are
recognized as legitimate and structured channels of knowledge production rather than being
reduced to psychological by-products of unconscious mental activity. Dream experience is
understood as a primary epistemic medium through which ancestral beings, spiritual forces,
ritual objects, and cosmological knowledge are transmitted. Knowledge within this system is
therefore not exclusively derived from empirical observation, rational deduction, or institutional
learning, but is also produced through revelatory and experiential forms of consciousness. This
epistemological position directly challenges dominant rationalist traditions within Western
epistemology, which have historically privileged empirical verification while marginalizing
visionary and dream-based knowledge systems. Within LIST, revelation is treated as an

epistemically valid mode of knowing that is constitutive of indigenous intellectual life.

The fourth principle concerns oral ritual preservation. LIST proposes that indigenous
oral civilizations must be understood as complex knowledge systems that rely on embodied
memory, performative transmission, and ritualized repetition for their continuity. In this context,
Dowang is conceptualized as a living archive rather than merely a ritual practitioner. Unlike
textual archives that preserve knowledge in written form, the oral archive embodied by Dowang
preserves knowledge through speech, memory, ritual enactment, and intergenerational
transmission. This form of preservation is dynamic rather than static, as knowledge is
continuously reactivated through ritual performance. Consequently, Dowang functions as a
critical epistemic infrastructure through which indigenous civilization is sustained, reproduced,

and transmitted across generations.
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The fifth principle concerns active ancestor cosmology. Within LIST, ancestors are not
interpreted as symbolic representations of psychological archetypes or metaphorical constructs of
collective memory. Instead, ancestors are understood as active ontological presences that
participate continuously within social, ritual, moral, and cosmological life. These ancestral
entities are believed to maintain ongoing relationships with the living community through
dreams, ritual obligations, spiritual interventions, and moral guidance. This establishes a
relational cosmology in which identity, territory, lineage, and spirituality are not separated
domains but are interconnected dimensions of a unified existential system. Within this
framework, the boundary between past and present is not fixed but continuously negotiated

through ritual engagement and ancestral interaction.

Taken together, these five foundational principles position LIST as a comprehensive
analytical framework that redefines indigenous ritual systems as integrated cosmological
structures rather than fragmented religious practices. The theory emphasizes that ritual authority,
knowledge production, and cultural continuity are inseparable within indigenous epistemologies
such as that of Dowang and Mundhum. LIST therefore offers a methodological shift away from
universalist reductionism toward a localized, ontology-centered, and decolonial mode of
interpretation in which indigenous categories of thought are treated as theoretically generative

rather than analytically subordinate.
Discussion

The findings of the present study reveal substantial theoretical limitations within
dominant paradigms of world shamanism when these paradigms are applied to the Khambu
institution of Dowang and the Mundhum-centered cosmological system. Throughout the
historical development of shamanism studies, ritual traditions originating from culturally distinct
societies have frequently been incorporated into generalized universal categories based upon
presumed similarities in trance practices, spirit mediation, ecstatic experience, healing rituals,
and altered states of consciousness. Although such comparative approaches contributed
significantly to early anthropological and religious scholarship, they simultaneously produced
forms of conceptual reductionism through which localized indigenous realities were frequently

detached from their own epistemological and cosmological foundations.
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The Khambu institution of Dowang demonstrates that indigenous ritual systems cannot
adequately be interpreted solely through generalized categories such as ‘“shaman,” “healer,”

2 ¢

“ecstatic practitioner,” “spirit medium,” or “trance specialist.” Such conceptual translations
remain insufficient because they isolate ritual performance from the broader indigenous
structures within which ritual authority, cosmology, oral memory, ancestral continuity, and
collective identity are embedded. Within the Khambu worldview, Dowang does not operate
merely as a ritual expert performing ceremonial functions for the community. Rather, Dowang

constitutes an embodied institution through which Mundhum, ancestral knowledge, cosmological

order, and sacred continuity are preserved across generations.

The findings suggest that the relationship between Dowang and Mundhum is
fundamentally ontological rather than merely functional. Mundhum cannot be interpreted
exclusively as oral literature, mythology, folklore, or ritual speech because it simultaneously
functions as a comprehensive cosmological system encompassing sacred history, ethical order,
territorial memory, ancestral genealogy, ritual law, and philosophical understanding concerning
existence itself. Consequently, Dowang serves not merely as a transmitter of ritual knowledge
but as the living vessel through which indigenous civilization is maintained and reproduced. In
this sense, the disappearance of Dowang would not signify only the decline of ritual practice but

would potentially threaten the continuity of the entire Mundhum-centered worldview structure.

The indigenous narratives incorporated within the present study further reveal important
epistemological distinctions between Khambu cosmology and dominant Western theoretical
assumptions. Existing world shamanism theories have often interpreted ritual authority as
emerging through apprenticeship, technical mastery, social recognition, or ritual specialization.
However, within Khambu understanding, the emergence of Dowang is believed to occur
primarily through ancestral calling mediated by dreams, visions, spiritual affliction, bodily
transformation, and revelatory experience. Ritual legitimacy 1is therefore not socially

manufactured alone but spiritually constituted through ancestral recognition.

Such indigenous explanations challenge modern rationalist epistemologies that restrict legitimate
knowledge to empirical observation and institutional validation. Within Khambu cosmology,
dreams are not interpreted merely as psychological symbols or unconscious mental projections.

Instead, dreams function as sacred communicative spaces through which ancestral beings,
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spiritual forces, ritual objects, assisting entities, and cosmological knowledge are transmitted to
the future Dowang. The process through which sacred utterances, ritual language, and Mundhum
knowledge gradually emerge within the individual after spiritual calling suggests the existence of
an alternative epistemological system in which revelation and embodied spiritual experience

operate as legitimate modes of knowledge production.

Furthermore, the study demonstrates that the ontological status of ancestors within
Khambu cosmology differs substantially from their interpretation within psychological or
symbolic theories of religion. Within Jungian and symbolic frameworks, spirits and ancestors are
frequently reduced to archetypal representations of unconscious psychological structures. In
contrast, within Khambu worldview, ancestors remain active participants within social and ritual
existence. Ancestors are believed to continue influencing ritual legitimacy, cultural continuity,
moral order, and cosmological balance within the living community. Consequently, ancestral
presence is not interpreted metaphorically but relationally and ontologically. This active ancestor
cosmology establishes a continuous connection between the living, the dead, the land, ritual

memory, and collective identity.

The findings also expose the limitations of universalist assumptions embedded within
classical shamanism theory. The category “shamanism” itself emerged historically through the
generalization of ritual systems primarily associated with Siberian and Central Asian societies.
As these models became academically dominant, numerous indigenous traditions across the
world were subsequently interpreted through externally imposed comparative frameworks. Such
universalization frequently obscured culturally specific ritual philosophies and reduced distinct
cosmological systems into simplified typologies based upon trance and spirit communication.
The Khambu institution of Dowang demonstrates that many indigenous traditions possess unique
philosophical structures that cannot adequately be encompassed within generalized global

models.

In this context, the formulation of Local Indigenous Shamanism Theory (LIST) represents
an attempt to address the epistemological and theoretical inadequacies of dominant shamanism
paradigms. LIST proposes that indigenous ritual systems must be interpreted through their own
localized cosmological structures, oral epistemologies, ancestral ontologies, and cultural realities

rather than through externally universalized categories. The framework therefore shifts analytical
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emphasis away from trance-centered reductionism toward broader structures of sacred

continuity, oral civilization, ancestral transmission, and indigenous worldview formation.

The concept of ancestral ontology occupies a central position within LIST. Through this
framework, ritual authority is understood not merely as an acquired skill but as a sacred
condition emerging through relationships among ancestors, dreams, spiritual forces, ritual
memory, and cosmological obligation. Similarly, Mundhum-centered cosmology is interpreted
not as mythological narrative alone but as a sophisticated indigenous intellectual system through
which history, ethics, philosophy, spirituality, and collective memory are integrated into ritual

existence.

LIST also contributes significantly to decolonial scholarship within anthropology and
indigenous studies. Historically, indigenous religious traditions were frequently interpreted
through colonial epistemological frameworks that positioned Western categories as universal
standards for understanding spirituality, ritual, and knowledge. Such approaches often
marginalized indigenous conceptual systems and dismissed oral cosmologies as irrational,
primitive, or pre-modern. By prioritizing indigenous self-understanding and localized
cosmological interpretation, LIST challenges the epistemological hierarchy that has historically

privileged external theoretical authority over indigenous intellectual traditions.

Moreover, the present study demonstrates the importance of recognizing oral civilizations
as complex systems of knowledge preservation and transmission. Within Khambu society,
Mundhum survives not through written textualization alone but through embodied ritual
performance maintained by Dowang. Sacred knowledge is preserved within memory, speech,
dreams, ritual recitation, bodily discipline, and ancestral transmission. Consequently, oral ritual
specialists must be understood not merely as performers of religious ceremonies but as
custodians of collective civilization, cosmological continuity, and indigenous intellectual

heritage.

The discussion further suggests that future scholarship concerning indigenous ritual
systems should increasingly move beyond universal comparative models and instead prioritize
localized theoretical approaches grounded in indigenous ontology and lived experience. Such an
approach would allow indigenous communities to become active participants in theoretical

production rather than passive subjects of external academic classification. The development of
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culturally grounded theoretical frameworks such as LIST may therefore contribute toward more
ethically responsible, epistemologically inclusive, and decolonized forms of anthropological and

religious scholarship.

Ultimately, the Khambu institution of Dowang demonstrates that indigenous ritual
traditions cannot adequately be understood when ritual practice is artificially separated from
cosmology, ancestry, oral civilization, territory, identity, and sacred continuity. The findings of
the present study therefore emphasize the necessity of reconstructing the study of shamanism
through indigenous-centered theoretical paradigms capable of recognizing the full intellectual,

philosophical, and cosmological depth of localized ritual traditions.
Conclusion

The present study has critically re-examined the dominant theoretical paradigms of world
shamanism in relation to the Khambu institution of Dowang and the Mundhum-centered
cosmological tradition. Through comparative theoretical analysis, it has been demonstrated that
the major frameworks of classical, psychological, neuropsychological, functionalist, and
universalist shamanism remain insufficient for explaining the indigenous epistemological and
cosmological realities embedded within Khambu ritual life. Existing approaches have
predominantly emphasized ecstatic trance, altered states of consciousness, symbolic psychology,
ritual healing, and generalized spirit mediation as universal characteristics of shamanism.
However, such frameworks have inadequately addressed ritual systems in which ancestral
continuity, oral cosmology, sacred revelation, and cultural survival constitute the primary

foundations of spiritual authority.

Within the Khambu worldview, Dowang cannot merely be interpreted as an ecstatic ritual
practitioner or religious specialist operating within a limited ceremonial sphere. Rather, Dowang
functions as the living embodiment of Mundhum, through which sacred memory, ancestral
knowledge, ritual continuity, and indigenous worldview are collectively preserved and
transmitted across generations. The relationship between Dowang and Mundhum is therefore
neither symbolic nor secondary; instead, it constitutes a foundational structure of indigenous
existence itself. The continuity of Mundhum depends upon the embodied ritual presence of
Dowang, while the continuity of Khambu cultural identity remains inseparable from the

preservation of Mundhum. Consequently, the disappearance of Dowang would signify not only
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the decline of ritual practice but also the fragmentation of oral civilization, ancestral continuity,

and indigenous cosmological consciousness.

The study has further demonstrated that the emergence of Dowang is not understood
within Khambu cosmology as a socially constructed occupation acquired solely through
institutional training, imitation, or communal recognition. Rather, ritual authority is believed to
originate through ancestral calling, revelatory dreams, spiritual affliction, visionary experience,
and sacred transmission mediated through Mang and ancestral forces. Such processes reveal an
indigenous epistemological system in which dreams, visions, and spiritual encounters are
recognized as legitimate sources of knowledge production and ritual legitimacy. This indigenous
epistemology fundamentally challenges dominant rationalist and empiricist assumptions within
Western academic traditions, where knowledge has historically been restricted to observable and

materially verifiable forms of evidence.

Furthermore, the findings of the study suggest that existing global shamanism theories
have frequently universalized culturally specific ritual models derived primarily from Siberian
and Central Asian contexts while marginalizing localized indigenous cosmologies. As a
consequence, indigenous ritual systems such as the Khambu Dowang tradition have often been
interpreted through externally imposed conceptual categories that fail to capture their internal
philosophical and cosmological structures. The application of generalized terms such as

9% ¢

“shaman,” “trance specialist,” or “spirit medium” therefore risks reducing the complexity of

indigenous ritual institutions and obscuring their broader civilizational significance.

In response to these theoretical limitations, the present article has proposed Local
Indigenous Shamanism Theory (LIST) as an alternative indigenous-centered framework for the
interpretation of localized ritual traditions. LIST has been conceptualized upon the foundations
of ancestral ontology, Mundhum-centered cosmology, dream epistemology, oral ritual
preservation, sacred transmission, and active ancestor presence. Through this framework,
indigenous ritual systems are interpreted not merely as isolated religious practices but as
integrated structures of cosmological continuity, historical memory, ethical order, territorial

relation, and collective identity formation.

The significance of LIST extends beyond the specific case of the Khambu tradition. The

framework contributes theoretically to broader discussions within anthropology, indigenous
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studies, decolonial theory, religious studies, oral tradition studies, and epistemology. By
foregrounding indigenous self-understanding as a legitimate basis for theoretical construction,
LIST challenges the historical dominance of externally imposed universal categories within the
academic study of indigenous religions. The framework therefore represents an important
movement toward epistemological decolonization in which indigenous cosmologies are
interpreted through their own ontological and philosophical foundations rather than through

reductionist external models.

Moreover, the study argues that indigenous oral civilizations must be recognized as
sophisticated systems of knowledge production rather than as remnants of pre-modern belief
structures. Within the Khambu context, Mundhum functions simultaneously as cosmology,
philosophy, ethical system, sacred history, ritual law, and ancestral archive. Dowang therefore
operates not merely as a ritual performer but as a living archive of civilization itself. Through
oral recitation, ritual performance, dream revelation, and sacred mediation, the continuity of

indigenous worldview is actively maintained within contemporary social existence.

Finally, it may be concluded that the Khambu institution of Dowang represents a distinct
indigenous cosmological system whose complexity cannot adequately be encompassed within
existing universal theories of shamanism. The present study therefore emphasizes the necessity
of constructing localized indigenous theoretical frameworks grounded in culturally specific
realities, oral epistemologies, and ancestral worldviews. Future research concerning indigenous
ritual traditions should increasingly prioritize indigenous conceptual categories, oral narratives,
cosmological structures, and lived ritual experiences in order to produce more accurate, ethically

responsible, and decolonized forms of academic knowledge.

Through the formulation of Local Indigenous Shamanism Theory (LIST), the present
article has sought not only to critique the limitations of dominant shamanism paradigms but also
to contribute toward the development of an indigenous-centered theoretical approach capable of
recognizing the intellectual, cosmological, and civilizational depth of Khambu Dowang and

Mundhum tradition.

171



Voice of History Vol. 34 No. 1 (2026)

References

Eliade, M. (1964). Shamanism: Archaic techniques of ecstasy. Princeton University Press.

Gaenszle, M. (2000). Origins and migrations. Kinship, mythology and ethnic identity among the
Mewahang Rai of East Nepal. Mandala Book Point.

Jung, C. G. (1968). The archetypes and the collective unconscious (R. F. C. Hull, Trans.; 2nd
ed.). Princeton University Press.

Kehoe, A. B. (2000). Shamans and religion: An anthropological exploration in critical thinking.
Waveland Press.

Malinowski, B. (1948). Magic, science and religion and other essays. Beacon Press.

Rai, I. M. (2021). Mundhum-based indigenous knowledge and transformative learning among
Yamphu communities. Journal of Indigenous Studies.

Rai, P. R. (2020). Functions of Nachhung (shaman) in the Chamling Rai community of eastern
Nepal. Pragya Journal, 2(1), 45-62.

Rai, R. K. (2023). Ancestral Rites, Clans and Cultures of Khambus of Khambuwan. Shikshya
Sandesh, 6(1), 83-91. https://doi.org/10.3126/ss.v611.63099

Rai, S. D. (2020). Suptulung as indigenous knowledge of Kirat Rai people. Siddhajyoti
Interdisciplinary Journal, 1, 139—147. https://doi.org/10.3126/s1].v1i10.34928

Rai Yamphu, P. (2025). Mangsuk as a learning space of mother tongue in the Yamphu
community of Nepal: An auto/ethnographic inquiry. Kirat Pragya, 4(1), 148-156.
https://doi.org/10.3126/kp.v411.79050

Sagant, P. (1996). The dozing shaman: The liminality of ritual. Oxford University Press.

Samuel, G. (1993). Civilized shamans: Buddhism in Tibetan societies. Smithsonian Institution
Press.

Winkelman, M. (2010). Shamanism: A biopsychosocial paradigm of consciousness and healing
(2nd ed.). Praeger.

172


https://doi.org/10.3126/ss.v6i1.63099
https://doi.org/10.3126/sij.v1i0.34928
https://doi.org/10.3126/kp.v4i1.79050

