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discovered three years ago in San Juan , Metro Manila, a 
woman who is able to move people into wellness. She touches 
a n d hears the ir organs, then mo lds these into shapes approx imat ing 
the beauty w i th w h i c h these people were bo rn . She whispers , s ings 
a n d moves the spir i t to guide her a n d the other pe rson th rough i l lness 
a n d impa i rment . 

Every b roken bone, every s t ra ined musc l e , every frayed nerve are 
treated a l l together l ike e lements i n a compos i t i on . She works w i th her 
h a n d s , elbows, feet, toes a n d torso to b r ing the person back to a state 
of r h y t h m . 

Her s k i l l is s u c h that she c a n even d iagnose a n d hea l by l i s ten ing 
to a person 's s ing ing or t a l k i n g th rough the te lephone, and by creat ing 
a l i nk w h i c h a l lows healer a n d hea l ing person to release energies that 
move them from a c r i s i s into a transformat ive state of wel lbeing. 

She ca l ls her pract ice " ch rysa l i s " a n d believes it her miss ion to 
make people c onsc i ous of the ir beauty , from cocoon to ful l butterfly. 
She is a babaylan or katalonan. , ,. 

THE BABAYLAN IN THE PHILIPPINES 
In anc ient Ph i l i pp ines , the babaylan was part of a socio-economic 

c o m m u n i t y w i th four key leaders (Salazar 1989). The datu was the 
pol i t ica l a n d economic leader, the panday was the b l a c k s m i t h who 
spec ia l i zed i n we ld ing tools a n d imp l ements f rom i r on , the bayani 
mastered the art of mi l i ta ry defense, whi le the babaylan specia l ized in 
cu l tu re , re l ig ion, medic ine a n d a l l k i n d s of knowledge about nature . 

The root word of katalonan is talon w h i c h is a n anc i en t Tagalog 
word for forest. It is u s e d also to refer to waterfal ls . 

Forests were seen as sacred and appropr ia te venues for per forming 
rites a n d r i tua l s . 

Mos t l y women , the babaylans, w h e n ca l l ed a n d made consc ious 
of the ir func t ion , became the sp i r i tua l l eaders of the i r e thno l inguis t ic 
c o m m u n i t y . 

They c o u l d car ry the cu l ture to a stage of psych i c coherence and 
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mediate between the d iv ine a n d the h u m a n . The i r 
hea l i ng powers covered every th ing , f rom pe r sona l 
to soc ia l i l l s . They mastered not on ly the r i tua ls , bu t 
also the my ths , ep ics a n d other lore of the ir people. 
T h e y s a n g , d a n c e d , c r ea t ed poe t ry a n d b r o u g h t 
people to a state of we l lbe ing. They were the s o u l of 
ind igenous re l ig ion. 

T h e babaylan w o r k e d w i t h the datu o n the 
economy by dec id ing the t ime for c l ea r ing the forest 
i n p repara t i on for p l an t ing . T h r o u g h her knowledge 
of a s t r o n o m y , she r e c o m m e n d e d the s y s t e m for 
a g r i c u l t u r a l w o r k , the kaingin ( s l a s h - a n d - b u r n 
me thod ) , a n d a l s o d e t e r m i n e d w h e n to h a r v e s t 
(Salazar). 

Mostly women, the babaylans, 
when called and made conscious 

of their function, became the 
spiritual leaders of their 

ethnolinguistic community. 

The other funct ion where the da fu worked closely 
w i th the babaylan was the c u s t o m of h e a d h u n t i n g , 
w h i c h was par t of the ag r i cu l tu ra l sys tem a n d guided 
by mythology a n d re l ig ious beliefs. In mythology, 
the anc i en t F i l i p i no s l ived i n three r ea lms : heaven, 
ear th a n d the u n d e r w o r l d . Fo r bount i fu l ag r i cu l ture , 
it was necessary to integrate the wor ld of m a n on 
ea r th , i n the s k y a n d the w o r l d b enea th . It was 
impor tan t to make the three wor lds meet for one to 
a t t a in cosmic perfect ion, a n d th i s was achieved by 
c o l l e c t i n g the h e a d of h u m a n s . T h e babaylan 
pres ided over the prac t i ce of h e a d h u n t i n g , w h i c h 
served as i n s u r a n c e for a good harvest . 

T h e babaylan a l s o w a s i n c h a r g e o f t h e 
mythology of the bayan or town, the bas i c po l i t i ca l 
u n i t i n pre -co lon ia l Ph i l i pp ines . The my ths , w h i c h 
i n c luded the c o m m u n i t y ' s songs a n d epics , w o u l d 
grow i n n u m b e r a n d dep th . 

These a lso h a d a p rac t i c a l u s e — w h e n they were 
u s e d as r i tua l s , of w h i c h there were m a n y , r ang ing 
f rom those per formed for pe r sona l to med i ca l needs. 

V i rg in i t y was not at a l l impo r t an t for a w o m a n 
to become a babaylan (Venerac ion 1992). Rather , 
the requis i tes were he r w i s d o m , beauty a n d talent, 
spec ia l ly w h e n she per formed the song , dance a n d 
d r a m a r i tua l . She w o u l d emula te the movements of 
the snakes a n d rept i les, cons idered sacred creatures 
from the u n d e r w o r l d . The babaylans were women 
of m e n o p a u s a l age for it took t h e m a l ong t ime before 
a babaylan c o u l d m a s t e r the r e l i g i ous , c u l t u r a l , 

med ica l a n d other knowledge of the i r e thno l ingus i t i c 
groups (Salazar 1989). 

The babaylan was not j u s t a l i terary head bu t 
also a healer a n d a psycholog ist . Knowledge of the 
p s y c h o l o g i c a l be l i e f s w a s i m p e r a t i v e . F o r the 
babaylan, e ach pe r son h a s a body w h i c h h a s a 
kaluluwa (soul) a n d ginhawa (wellbeing). The sou l 
becomes the anito or sp ir i t tha t leaves the body when 
a person dies. B u t death does not have to take place 
for the sou l to leave the body. Fo r example , when a 
p e r s o n s l eeps , the s o u l m a y t r a v e l o r w a n d e r . 
D r eam ing leads to wonder ing , w h i c h may lead to 
w a n d e r i n g or b e i n g c a p t u r e d by b a d s p i r i t s or 
aswang, the f r e q u e n t c a u s e o f s i c k n e s s . T h e 
ginhawa, the sp ir i t of life, r e m a i n s w i t h i n the body 
a n d s h o u l d a lways be m a i n t a i n e d a n d protected. 
T h i s is located in the so lar p l exus . 

THE BABAYLAN A S SHAMAN 
Demet r i o (1990) a n d E l i a d e (1974) c o n s i d e r 

babaylans as s h a m a n s who, capab le of engag ing the 
sp i r i t s i n order to de termine the hea l i n g a c t i o n — 
prayer , sacr i f i ce , r i t u a l , e x t r a c t i o n of a h a r m f u l 
subs tance , or a n ecstatic j o u r n e y to retrieve a lost 
soul—were k n o w n as master hea lers . 

R a h m a n ( 1959) a n d E l i ade (1974) descr ibe two 
types of shamans : "the maste rs of the ecs tasy " a n d 
those capable of be ing m e d i u m s . The s h a m a n s of 
the first type are active agents. They c o u l d go into 
ecstasy a n d seek a n astray sou l , l ead a dead s o u l to 
the l and of the dead or cure the s i ck . 

The sou l j ourney is the mos t d is t inc t i ve of the 
shaman ' s altered states of c o n s c i o u s n e s s (ASCs). It 
is a n ecstatic state a n d inc ludes v i sua l i z a t i on . 

She cou ld go into a l ight t rance a n d create v i v id 
imagery. She could also go into a deeper t rance state, 
t ak ing a long j ourney where she may find the lost 
s o u l of a h u m a n a n d beckon th i s to fol low he r so it 
c an r e turn to its body. 

W i th the second type of s h a m a n s , the A S C is a 
possess i on t rance where they are t a k e n over by 
sp i r i ts a n d become med iums . 

Phi l ippine s h a m a n s share m a n y tra i ts w i th o ther 
S o u t h e a s t A s i a n s h a m a n s . M o s t , for i n s t a n c e , 
c onduc t their seance at n i gh t where the s h a m a n 
starts by d a n c i n g a n d ends u p u n c o n s c i o u s . At th i s 
point , the ir s ou l goes i n search of a s t ray s o u l or 
engages a sp ir i t i n d ia log to find out the cause of 
i l lness a n d the appropr i a t e cure . A p r e d o m i n a n t 
concept ion th roughout the Indones ian area is tha t 
s i ckness is due to the flight of a person 's s o u l (El iade 
1964). 

The powers possessed by the babaylans c o u l d 
not s imp ly be acqu i r ed by w i l l . A c c o r d i n g to J a i m e 
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Vene rac i on (1992), there were women who c o u l d 
secure th is d i s t inc t i on only by undergo ing tests s u c h 
as surv i v ing a long a n d ser ious i l lness or near- fata l 
accident. 

T H E B A B A Y L A N W I T H T H E C O M I N G O F 
CHRISTIANITY IN T H E 1 6 T H C E N T U R Y 

The babaylans, b e ing women a n d h a v i n g the 
dut ies w h i c h pr iests per formed, became the n a t u r a l 
targets for conve r s i on to C h r i s t i a n i t y . A s Sa l a za r 
no ted , " the c h e m i s t r y b e tween the p r i e s t s w h o 
shou ld not relate w i th w o m e n — b a b a y l a n , who i n 
tXirn wou ld not relate to m e n — w a s a most t i t i l la t ing 
subject not on ly i n terms of sexua l i ty bu t also on 
the level of cu l tu re . " 

The babaylans, being women and 
laving the duties which priests 
performed, became the natura. 

targets for conversion to 
Christianity: 

T h e babaylans w h o we r e c o n v e r t e d we r e 
relegated to ma rg in a l roles i n c h u r c h , t ak ing charge 
of processions a n d prepara t i ons for a l tar r i tua l s or 
serving as pr i es ts ' a ss i s t an t s or ma ids . 

T h o s e w h o re j ec t ed the c o l o n i a l w o r l d v i e w 
became revo lut ionar ies a n d es tab l i shed mess ian i c 
groups in cooperat ion w i th the datu a n d bayani. The 
datus, bayanis a n d babaylans mounted more a n d 
more r e b e l l i o n s , i n the p r o c e s s p r e s e r v i n g the 
babaylans' knowledge a n d t rad i t ions . 

By their rebe l l ious a n d ant i - co lon ia l t rad i t i on , 
these groups have managed to r ema in au tonomous , 
identified now as t r ibes , c u l t u r a l c o m m u n i t i e s or 
ind igenous peop les . T h e y r e m a i n f a i th fu l to the 
functions pres ided by babaylans, a n d one c a n find 
them in Mt . B a n a h a w i n Quezon prov ince, i n the 
Cordil leras, i n L u m a d communi t i e s , i n Pa lawan , a n d 
wherever else one f inds pre -co lon ia l ep ics , songs, 
dances , d r a m a a n d the who l e my tho l o gy of the 
communit ies woven into the women 's da i ly l ives. 

T H E B A B A Y L A N IN C O N T E M P O R A R Y T I M E S 
In the Ph i l i pp ines , there are reports desc r ib ing 

how female s h a m a n s experience the s o u l j ourney . 
The f o l l ow ing i s a n e x c e r p t f r o m a n i n t e r v i e w 
conducted in 1975 by F i n n i s h anthropo log is t H . Ar lo 
Nimmo wi th La i s iha , a w o m a n s h a m a n i n Tawi -Tawi , 
Sulu: 

It was early morning as I waded through the low 

tide waters of the morrage, trying to decide a profitable 
but not too strenuous way to spend the day.. 

..I saw my friend Laisiha, an old female shaman, 
sitting at the end of her houseboat, looking extremely 
tired and under the weather. Out of genuine concern 
for the old woman, I asked if she [was] feeling well. 

"Not at all," she replied as she spat a mouthful of 
betel juice into the water. 

"What's the matter ?' I asked. 
"The evil spirits. They are up to no good again.' 
"What have they been doing ?" 
"They have tricked my grandson into going to 

Borneo." 
"Tricked him ?" I asked. 
"Yes." said the old woman, shifting her cud of 

betel. "He had been away for almost a month, and 
we did not know where he went. I asked the spirits 
where he was and they said they tricked him into 
sailing to Borneo. But I didn't believe the spirits." 

She went into a long discourse about the lying 
trickery of the spirits and the danger of ever believing 
the things they say. 

"So I had to go to Borneo last night to see for 
myself." 

"You went last night and are back now?" I asked 
cautiously. The round trip to Borneo normally took a 
week by Badjau boat. 

"Yes. That's why I'm tired this morning." 
"I see. How did you go?" I ventured. 
"I flew," she said sharply, as if any fool would 

know that. 
"You flew? By yourself?" 
"Yes. Flying always makes me tired, and it was 

even worse last night because I was flying into the 
wind." 

"And how was your grandson?" I asked. 
"He's well. He is working there and will probably 

not be home for another month...." 
I was to learn many more of Laisiha's fabulous 

experiences: trips to the bottom of the sea, journeys 
inside other person's bodies, visits to the invisible 
world, as well as her more mundane everyday 
conversations with the spirits. When I first heard of 
Laisiha's adventures, I thought that the old sweet 
woman must be either a charlatan or a bit over the 
edge of senility. 

But by the end of my stay in the Philippines, I 
came to believe that perhaps Laisiha and her fellow 
shamans were able to communicate with a realm that 
most of us never experience. 

T o d a y , t h e r e a r e w o m e n w h o e x p e r i e n c e 
p a r a n o r m a l events that lead th em to the pa th 
of the babaylan. D u r i n g one of her m o u n t a i n -
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c l i m b i n g expedi t ions , a no ted l oca l arch i tec t f ound , 
to her a s t on i shment , the trees tha t she h a d earl ier 
been greet ing t a l k i n g b a c k to he r a n d gu i d ing her . 
Incredu lous , she w o u l d a s k for w i n d or r a i n as a 
f o r m o f r e a l i t y c h e c k . S t i l l t h e i m m e d i a t e 
env i ronment w o u l d p roduce exact ly w h a t she h a d 
a s k e d . She r e m a i n e d pe rp l exed u n t i l she s aw a 
r a inbow that h a d appea r ed i n he r p a t h mu l t i p l y . 
She eventual ly real ized tha t n a t u r a l e lements a r o u n d 
he r—the w i n d , s u n , r a i n , trees a n d ra inbow—were 
the s igns of the sp i r i t g u i d i n g her . The ra inbow is 
her s h a m a n i con , she says , w h i c h appears whenever 
she e m b a r k s o n a t a s k to lead he r to complete a 
m i s s i o n a n d provide the l i n k to a r ea lm best s u m m e d 
u p as kensho or en l i ghtenment . 

The babaylan is s t i l l al ive today bu t the great 
m a j o r i t y o f w o m e n w h o p e r f o r m s o m e of h e r 
funct ions have yet to g rasp the ove ra rch ing e lements 
of present t imes. O n the o ther h a n d , the t rad i t i on of 
d r a w i n g f r o m the b e s t i n o u r c u l t u r e , a n d of 
syn thes i z ing re l ig ious a n d med i ca l e lements w i th the 
wo rk ings of mode rn society 's e conomy a n d po l i t ics 
are on ly vaguely evident, i f at a l l , a m o n g our women 
d o c t o r s , h e a l e r s , p s y c h o l o g i s t s , t e a c h e r s a n d 
re l ig ious leaders. The babaylans of the grassroots 
have yet to real ize a c o m m u n i t y a n d achieve a level 
of d i s c i p l e sh ip where they c a n recreate a cu l tu r e 
adap t ed to the present t imes . 

MODERN SCIENCE AND FEMINIST SPIRITUALITY 
The process of p s y c h i c h ea l i n g h a s been a n d 

s t i l l is the subject of m a n y scient i f ic s tud ies . A most 
i n t e r e s t i n g d e v e l o p m e n t i n t h i s a r e a w a s th e 
d iscovery of the l i n k tha t the psychosomat i c network 
e s t a b l i s h e s be tween e m o t i o n s a n d the i m m u n o -
endocr ine ne twork . 

The p o p u l a r bel ief tha t the i m m u n e sys tem not 
only fights infect ions bu t a lso does the a c tua l hea l ing 
may have bas is . In the ear ly '80s, sc ient ist E d B la l ock 
d i s c o v e r e d the p r e s e n c e of p e p t i d e s , i n c l u d i n g 
e n d o m o r p h i n s , i n i m m u n e c e l l s . S h o r t l y a f ter , 
a n o t h e r s c i e n t i s t , M i c h a e l Ruf f , f o u n d t h a t the 
behav ior of i m m u n e cel ls was largely in f luenced by 
receptors f ound i n tha t par t of the b r a i n assoc ia ted 
w i th emot ions. These f ind ings l end credence to the 
n o t i o n t h a t e m o t i o n s h a v e s o m e b i o c h e m i c a l 
f ounda t i on—tha t w h e n we exper ience feelings, ou r 
ce l ls produce s u c h neuropept ides a n d receptors. 

T h u s , f rom a med i ca l perspect ive, it c a n be sa id 
t h a t t h e s h a m a n , b y c r e a t i n g v i v i d i m a g e s or 
i n d u c i n g a l tered states of c onsc i ousnes s conduc ive 
to se l f -heal ing, h a s a d i rec t therapeut i c effect on a 
pat ient . 

T h e i d e a t h a t e m o t i o n s c a n i n f l u e n c e one ' s 

phys i o l ogy a n d move h i m or he r t o w a r d s e i ther 
wel lbe ing or disease has conv inced some researchers 
s u c h as Candace Pert a n d Frit jof C a p r a to t h i n k of 
the ' c onsc i ousness or the sp i r i t c o m i n g f irst a n d the 
molecules second. " 

The babaylan's a p p r o a c h of e s t ab l i sh ing a s o u l 
a n d a n afterlife provide people w i th m e a n i n g a n d 
symbol i c act ion. It he lps t h e m endure m a n y th ings , 
as C a r l J u n g discovered, a n d t h r o u g h th i s "creat ion 
of mean ing , a new cosmos ar i ses . " He r pract ice of 
l ead ing people into a r i t u a l process c a n be seen as a 
merg ing of the u n i q u e self in to a c o m m u n i t y both 
h u m a n a n d sacred, or wha t C h a r l e n e Sp r e tnak ca l ls 
enter ing a "state of g race . "^ 
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