
Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

ANGAKOK

Authored by

Mohammed looti

October 9, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

Mohammed looti (2025). ANGAKOK. Encyclopedia of psychology. Retrieved from

https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=12733

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=12733
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=12733
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com


ANGAKOK 2

Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

Angakok: Inuit Shamanism and Spiritual Healing

The Core Definition of Angakok

The concept of Angakok refers to the traditional, ancient system of spiritual healing and religious

practice historically central to the Inuit people across the vast Arctic regions. In its simplest form, it

is a specialized type of Arctic shamanism focused on mediation between the human world and the

powerful, often volatile, spirit world. This practice is fundamentally rooted in the belief that the

physical reality experienced by individuals is inseparable from the spiritual forces that influence it,

meaning that all forms of illness, misfortune, or environmental catastrophe are ultimately symptoms

of a broken relationship or imbalance within the larger cosmic order.

The fundamental mechanism underlying Angakok is the principle of spiritual intervention. Unlike

Western biomedical models that isolate physical symptoms, this traditional system views health as

a holistic state maintained by harmony between the individual, the community, and the numerous

spirits of the sea, land, and sky. When disharmony occurs--perhaps due to a violation of cultural

taboo, a failure to honor an animal spirit, or the malicious action of a non-human entity--the

consequence manifests in the physical world as sickness, failed hunts, or starvation. Therefore, the

goal of the practice is not merely symptom relief but the restoration of balance by identifying the

spiritual cause of the affliction and undertaking the necessary rituals to appease or confront the

responsible forces in the spiritual realm.

The practice requires specialized individuals, known as the angakkuq (the spiritual leader), who

possess the unique ability to transcend the boundaries between these realms. They are the

essential intermediaries, capable of undertaking spiritual journeys, communicating with non-human

entities, and interpreting the signs of the spirit world to guide their communities toward health and

stability. This role demands immense skill, profound cultural knowledge, and often years of

rigorous training and solitary experience, distinguishing the angakkuq as one of the most respected

and powerful figures in traditional Inuit society.

Historical Context and Origin

While the exact origins of Angakok are lost to prehistory, archaeological evidence and oral

traditions confirm its practice stretches back millennia, representing one of the most enduring

forms of traditional Arctic culture. Historical documentation of the practice, primarily through early

European explorers and missionaries, dates back at least as far as the 16th century, though its

complexity suggests a much deeper antiquity. The system is believed to have been widely

practiced across the northern regions, potentially originating in areas like Greenland, and

subsequently spreading and adapting throughout the vast territories inhabited by the Inuit,

including modern-day Canada and Alaska.
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The development of Angakok was inextricably linked to the harsh, challenging environment of the

Arctic. In a world defined by extreme cold, resource scarcity, and unpredictable weather, the need

for spiritual assurance and control over external forces became paramount. The belief in a

dynamic, responsive spirit world--where animals, weather phenomena, and geographical features

all possessed spirits that must be respected--provided a crucial framework for survival. This

context necessitated the figure of the angakkuq, who could negotiate with the spirits of the hunt

(such as Sedna, the Sea Woman) to ensure the community's sustenance and safety, effectively

turning spiritual practice into a vital component of ecological adaptation and community resilience.

During the periods of initial contact with European cultures, particularly during the 19th and early

20th centuries, the practice faced severe challenges. The introduction of Christianity and the

influence of colonial authorities sought to suppress or eradicate traditional shamanism, labeling it

as superstitious or primitive. Despite these pressures, the core beliefs and practices of Angakok

persisted, often going underground or integrating subtly with new forms of worship. Today,

understanding the history of Angakok is crucial not only for appreciating traditional Inuit worldview

but also for recognizing the historical resilience of indigenous knowledge systems in the face of

cultural assimilation efforts.

The Role of the Angakkuq (Spiritual Leader)

The central figure in the practice of Angakok is the angakkuq, often translated as shaman or

spiritual healer. This individual is not chosen by birthright but is instead identified by possessing

unique spiritual gifts or undergoing a significant, often traumatic, personal crisis that reveals their

destiny. They undergo intense training, which frequently involves isolation, fasting, and mentorship

by an experienced shaman, all designed to achieve the necessary spiritual transformation that

grants them access to the spirit world. This transformation involves acquiring helping spirits, known

as tuurngait, who assist the angakkuq in their journeys and battles against malevolent spiritual

forces.

The responsibilities of the angakkuq are multifaceted, spanning diagnosis, healing, prophecy, and

community leadership. Their primary function is that of a mediator, responsible for interpreting the

signs and demands of the invisible world and communicating these mandates to the human

community. For instance, if a famine strikes, the angakkuq would enter a trance state to journey to

the domain of the Sea Woman, Sedna, to determine which taboo was broken by the community,

thereby causing her to withhold the sea animals. This mediation role requires immense psychic

strength and ethical judgment, as the well-being and survival of the entire community depend upon

the accuracy of their diagnosis and the efficacy of their spiritual intervention.

Beyond crisis intervention, the angakkuq serves as a repository of traditional knowledge and

ethical guidance. They advise the community on matters of social conduct, spiritual taboos (known
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as pittailiniq), and the proper relationship with the environment. Their authority stems not from

political power but from their demonstrated mastery over the spiritual realm and their ability to

consistently restore equilibrium. This makes the angakkuq a psychological anchor for the

community, providing a structured framework for understanding and coping with the unpredictable

and often dangerous forces inherent in Arctic life, thus contributing significantly to communal

mental health and stability.

Healing Practices and Rituals: A Practical Example

The healing practices within Angakok are deeply ritualistic, aimed at restoring the balance between

the physical and spiritual realms. These rituals can be highly diverse, ranging from communal

singing, drumming, and chanting sessions designed to induce a trance state, to the use of specific

medicinal plants or animal parts imbued with spiritual significance. The central theme in all these

ceremonies is the retrieval of a lost soul, the extraction of a spiritual intrusion, or the negotiation

with a spirit to lift an ailment or curse. The success of the healing is believed to rely entirely on the

power of the angakkuq and the cooperation of their helping spirits.

Consider a practical example: A young hunter, Qaluta, suddenly falls ill with a debilitating fever and

severe weakness, baffling the community. In a traditional Inuit context, this physical illness would

immediately be interpreted as having a spiritual root--perhaps his soul (or part of it) has wandered

off, or a malicious spirit has entered his body. The community calls upon the angakkuq, who

initiates a healing ceremony. The process follows a detailed structure designed to diagnose and

correct the spiritual transgression. First, the angakkuq enters a deep trance, often facilitated by

rhythmic drumming and darkness, allowing them to travel psychically to the spiritual realm. During

this journey, the angakkuq confronts potential spirits, identifies the specific cause (e.g., Qaluta

accidentally violated a hunting taboo concerning the treatment of a caribou carcass), and retrieves

the lost soul fragment.

The practical application continues with the public display of the spiritual findings. The angakkuq

returns from the trance and reveals the transgression to the community. The "How-To" step

involves the communal acceptance of responsibility and the performance of an immediate

corrective action. This might involve a specific ritual purification, a public apology, or the adherence

to a new, stricter taboo for a set period. By openly addressing the spiritual imbalance and taking

concrete steps to restore harmony, the community collectively participates in the healing process.

The restoration of this spiritual and social harmony is believed to directly facilitate the recovery of

Qaluta's physical health, demonstrating the profound holistic approach inherent in Angakok.

Significance and Impact on Inuit Health and Culture

The significance of Angakok extends far beyond mere healthcare; it is an integral pillar of Inuit
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cultural identity and ontological framework. For centuries, it provided the primary method for

managing anxiety, processing trauma, and maintaining social cohesion in a perilous environment.

By offering culturally resonant explanations for suffering and misfortune, and providing structured,

communal responses, the practice instilled a sense of control and predictability that was essential

for psychological survival. It ensured that traditional knowledge regarding the proper relationship

with the land and its creatures was preserved and enforced through spiritual sanctions.

In terms of modern application, the principles embedded within Angakok resonate strongly with

contemporary concepts of holistic medicine and cross-cultural psychology. The traditional

approach emphasizes the profound interconnectedness of mental, physical, and spiritual well-

being, a perspective often lacking in purely Western medical models. Today, as Inuit communities

navigate the complexities of modernization, climate change, and intergenerational trauma

stemming from colonization, the philosophical framework of Angakok remains a vital resource. It

provides a source of cultural strength, validation of indigenous knowledge, and a foundation for

developing culturally sensitive mental health and wellness programs that respect traditional beliefs

regarding health and spiritual balance.

Furthermore, the practice serves a critical function in the preservation of traditional Inuit language

and storytelling. The rituals, chants, and narratives associated with the angakkuq are often

delivered in specific, archaic dialects, ensuring the continuity of linguistic heritage. The stories of

spiritual journeys and encounters with powerful entities form a core part of the collective memory,

instructing younger generations on moral codes and cosmological understanding. Therefore, the

continuation or remembrance of Angakok is synonymous with the active preservation of the

deepest layers of Inuit culture, emphasizing its enduring socio-cultural impact.

Connections and Relations to Broader Psychological Fields

Angakok falls primarily under the academic umbrella of **Cross-Cultural Psychology** and

**Psychological Anthropology**. These fields study how cultural context shapes mental processes,

emotional expression, and concepts of health and illness. The study of Angakok provides critical

data for understanding indigenous healing systems and contrasting them with Western clinical

practices, particularly concerning the etiology (causation) of psychological distress.

Several key concepts are closely related to the practice of Angakok:

Animism and Animistic Beliefs: This is the belief that natural objects, natural phenomena, and

the universe itself possess souls or consciousness. Angakok is deeply rooted in an animistic

worldview, where the successful hunt depends on the proper reverence for the spirit of the animal,

reinforcing the idea that the entire ecosystem is alive and responsive.

Trance and Altered States of Consciousness (ASC): The angakkuq relies on inducing a trance

state to perform spiritual travel (soul flight). This mechanism is a shared feature across global
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shamanism and is psychologically significant, demonstrating a culturally sanctioned method for

accessing subconscious material and performing intense cognitive labor under extreme conditions.

Placebo/Nocebo Effect and Expectancy: While Angakok is a spiritual system, its healing efficacy

is partly understood through psychological lenses, particularly the power of collective belief and

expectation. When an entire community believes in the power of the angakkuq to restore balance,

the resulting social support and positive anticipation contribute significantly to the individual's

mental and physical recovery.

Holistic Healing Systems: Angakok is a prime example of a holistic healing system, integrating

social, spiritual, and physical well-being into a single framework. This contrasts sharply with the

Cartesian mind-body dualism often prevalent in historical Western medicine, highlighting the value

of non-dualistic approaches to health and illness.

The study of Angakok therefore provides crucial insights into the universality of certain

psychological coping mechanisms and the profound diversity in how human societies

conceptualize illness, spiritual power, and the mediation of the unseen world. It stands as a

powerful testament to the complexity and sophistication of traditional ecological and psychological

knowledge.
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