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Shamanic Magical Therapies and the Power of Faith
— Focusing on the Folk Traditions of Shamanic Medicine —

Abstract : There are two core aspects to shamanic therapies: religious practices and cultural
interpretation. Shamanic religious practices mainly involve magical rituals and medical treatment.
In Khorchin shamanism, the concept of illness is divided into (a) standard illnesses (natural, sci-
entifically diagnosed diseases) and (b) siltagan tai ebeqin, directly translated as “illnesses with a
cause.” The latter are conditions that mainstream medicine fails to diagnose and considered by
boos, or shamans, as ailments associated with supernatural etiology, including ancestral punish-

ment, breaching taboos, shamanic initiation, evil spirits, and others.

During my fieldwork I inquired with the Khorchin shaman XJD boo (a shaman’s name is written
with alphabet letters followed by boo) about the kinds of diseases he was capable of healing, and
he replied: “There are 404 kinds of diseases humans are susceptible to. Of those, 101 are treat-
able by doctors, or otati burhan, and another 101 by lama priests; one hundred and one illnesses

heal naturally. Boos treat the remaining 101 conditions, and these are called siltagan tai ebegin.”

Spiritual worship of Khorchin Mongolians is characterized by the belief that a person’s soul is
immortal and continues to be active even after death. The scholar Dordzhi Banzarov wrote:
“Mongolians came to believe that the soul of the dead over time becomes either harmful or bene-
ficial to the living. Eventually they began to consider these souls as a type of God, naming them
ongron. The souls thought to have both good and evil qualities are called ongrod. The souls of
evil dead people, or bad ongrod, that roam the land causing harm to people are called ada, or evil
spirits, rather than ongrod” (Banzarov, mikhaylovsky 1971 : 41-42). According to Banzarov, most

diseases are caused by these evil spirits.

The practice of folk medicine consisting of magical rituals and therapies is guided by the medical
philosophy described above. In this philosophy, the shamanic drug Sayig exorcises evil spirits that
take possession of a patient’s mind and body. The drug is also a cultural symbol, serving as an
amulet that protects people from sickness and misfortune. Sayig in hulug, or adjunctive agents,

containing natural herbs are believed to be medically efficacious to a certain extent.

Through a literature review and fieldwork conducted between November 2021 and February
2022, this paper analyzes the healing practices of boos with a focus on three topics: (a) Ongyod’s
zasalga (the origin of spiritual power), (b) Ebesen emen zasalga (therapy using herbal medi-
cines prepared by boos, and (c) Rasiyan ogiyalg (specialized perinatal and mother-and-child
healthcare and medicated baths to cleanse the body and mind). In addition, the paper discusses
the shamanic therapy of grim zasalga that involves the exorcism ritual of disposing of or burning

the surrogates of the patient being treated.
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