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Abstract

This research explores the transformation and resilience of one of the intangible
cultural heritages of Gilgit-Baltistan, Pakistan: female shamanism. Drawing on
interviews with shamans from the Hunza and Nagar valleys, this study examines how
Islamisation, modernity and patriarchal structures have reshaped ritual authority in the
contemporary context. Using thematic analysis and a multi-theoretical lens, it shows
how female shamans strategically adapt their practices to survive. While often
marginalised, female bitayu continue to demonstrate resilience and agency, reframing
rituals and resisting erasure. The study calls for gender-inclusive, culturally grounded
approaches to safeguarding indigenous spiritual traditions.

Keywords: Intangible cultural heritage, Education, Female Shamanism, Gilgit-

Baltistan
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Definitions/Abbreviations

¢ Bitan (pl. Bitayu): A term used in the Burushaski language to refer to shamans.
The word is gender-inclusive, used for both females and males.

e Dayal: A term used in the Shina language for a shaman; the same word is used
for both male and female shamans.

e Chatti or chatti-tukki or chatto: An initiation ritual every shaman must go
through to become a formal shaman. The same term is also used to refer to the
sacrificed goat during the ritual.

e Epistemic Injustice: A term developed by philosopher Miranda Fricker (2007),
referring to injustices done to individuals or groups in their capacity as
knowers, especially when their knowledge is systematically devalued or
ignored due to identity-based biases such as gender, race, or social status.

e Testimonial Injustice: A form of epistemic injustice that occurs when a
speaker's credibility is unfairly downgraded due to prejudice against their
social identity. This results in their testimony being given less weight than it
deserves.

e Hermeneutical Injustice: A form of epistemic injustice, which arises when
someone’s social experience is misunderstood or rendered unintelligible
because of a gap in the collective interpretive resources. This often occurs
when marginalised groups lack the conceptual tools needed to make sense of
or communicate their experiences within dominant discourses.

e ICH: Intangible Cultural Heritage, as defined by UNESCO, refers to traditions
or living expressions inherited from ancestors and passed on to descendants,
including oral traditions, performing arts, rituals, and festival events, as well
as knowledge.

e GB: Gilgit-Baltistan

e AKDN: Aga Khan Development Network.

e KKH: Karakoram Highway

¢ NVivo: Qualitative Data Analysis Software

¢ Islamisation: A political and cultural process by which Islamic principles are

institutionally and socially imposed or emphasised in governance, education,



Xi

and public life, particularly in post-colonial Pakistan under Zia-ul-Haq’s
regime in the 1980s.

Modernity: A complex socio-cultural and political process involving
transformations in worldview, knowledge systems, technology, and social
structures, often associated with development and rationalisation.

Uphusas: A Burushaski term for exorcism practices used to suppress or
eliminate perceived spiritual possession or calling.

Pardah: A cultural and religious practice associated with women's physical and
social seclusion to preserve modesty.

Pariting or mamacharu: Burushaski terms used for fairies or spirits with whom
shamans are believed to communicate or from whom they draw power.

Zikr: Islamic devotional acts involving the repetitive utterance of short prayers,
phrases or names of God.

Sharam: A culturally embedded concept roughly translates to ‘modesty,’
‘shame,” ‘honour.” It governs socially accepted behaviour, particularly for
women and is associated with moral conduct, family reputation and personal
dignity.

Bepardagi: The term denotes the lack of modesty or immodest behaviour,
often implying the absence of physical or moral boundaries. It is viewed as a
violation of sharam and is stigmatised in a conversational or patriarchal social
setting.

UNESCO: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation,
a UN agency promoting international collaboration through educational,
scientific, and cultural reforms, including safeguarding intangible cultural

heritage.



Chapter 1  Introduction

In the valleys of Gilgit-Baltistan, female shamans have historically played a significant role
as healers, intermediaries between spiritual entities, and custodians of ancestral wisdom.
However, oral histories and ethnographic records indicate that once widely practised,
spiritual traditions have now been marginalised. This transition has redefined the parameters
of spiritual legitimacy, relegating female shamanism to the periphery of decline.

Gilgit-Baltistan (GB) is a mountainous region in northern Pakistan, formerly known as the
Northern Areas. The name Gilgit-Baltistan was officially adopted in 2009 under the ‘Gilgit-
Baltistan Empowerment and Self-Governance Order.” It lacks constitutional recognition as
a province or state within Pakistan, resulting in an ambiguous political status shaped by its
unique historical context. Under international law, the region is considered a 'disputed
territory.’ Its territory is claimed by both India and Pakistan (Fig. 1). India maintains that the
region is an integral part of the former princely state of Jammu and Kashmir, and Pakistan
asserts its claim based on local accessions and liberation (Sokefeld, 2014; Bouzas, 2015;
Sansthan and UN General Assembly, 2024). It has a very important strategic location, which
made it central to colonial geopolitics and the ‘Great Game’*. Gilgit-Baltistan’s territory,
which Pakistan administers, encompasses 72,971 km?2 of land and is dominated by towering
mountain ranges, where the Himalayas, Hindu Kush, and Karakorum converge, forming the
region’s geography, climate, and history. The settlements in the region are clustered in river
valleys, while much of the region remains uninhabitable due to steep slopes, aridity, or other
height factors (Sokefeld, 2014). It encompasses various valleys and districts, and its
population includes Shins, Burusho, Wakhi, and other groups (Muhammad, 1905; Hassnain,
1978; Dani, 1991). This ethnic and linguistic diversity reflects centuries of cultural
negotiation, migration, and religious influence, illustrating Barth’s (1969) argument that
cultural identities are dynamic, continually shaped by shifting political, religious, and social

boundaries.

1 The term "The Great Game" was first coined by British agent Arthur Conolly and popularised by Rudyard
Kipling's novel Kim (1901). It refers to the geopolitical rivalry between the British and Russian Empires
over control and influence in Central Asia during the 19th and early 20th centuries. (Drachenfels et al.,
2008). For further discussion of the Great Game and its implications for Gilgit-Baltistan, see Hassnain
(1978), Miller (1984), Khan (1999), Drachenfels et al. (2008), Meyer and Brysac (1999), Sokefeld (2014),
and Brown (2014).
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Figure 1 Map of Gilgit-Baltistan. Source: Benz (2016:142) Framing Modernisation Interventions: Reassessing

the Role of Migration and Translocality in Sustainable Mountain Development in Gilgit-Baltistan, Pakistan.

The religious history of Gilgit-Baltistan is undocumented due to the absence of early local
records, yet ancient rock art and parallels with other Dardic cultures? suggest its ties to
traditions like those of the Kalasha Kafirs and Kho® (Hauptmann, 2005; Biddulph, 1880;

Nicolaus, 2015; Danni, 1991). Buddhist art and inscriptions from the 5 to 8" centuries

2 The terms "Dard" and "Dardistan" have been used to describe the people and regions of the Upper Indus
Valley and mountainous areas north of Kashmir. However, it is essential to note that "Dard" is primarily a
linguistic term without ethnic, racial, or historical meaning. Many people in this region do not use the term
to describe themselves but rather identify by the name of the valley or village they inhabit (Dani, 1991:28-
29; Leitner, 1996:59)

3 The Kho, primarily residing in the Chitral region, speak Khowar and are often regarded as the area's original
inhabitants (Biddulph, 1880: 62)



across Chilas, Gilgit, and Hunza indicate the region's significance along the Silk Road* as a
centre for cultural exchange (Nicolaus, 2015b; Cs4ji, 2011). Earlier to Buddhism, animism

and Bon-like practices prevailed and later merged with Hindu elements.

Shamanism flourished in this significant part of the Silk Road, especially in areas such as
Chilas, Hunza, and Chalt-Chaprot valleys. A Bronze Age petroglyph depicting masked
figures suggests its ancient roots (Hauptmann, 2005:25). Indeed, this intangible heritage
flourished in areas like the Chalt-Chaprot, Baghrot, Gilgit, Hunza, and Nagar, except in
upper Hunza (Gojal), and initially in Baltistan (Lorimer, 1929; Sidky, 1994). Interestingly,
Baltistan itself later became a hub for shamanistic practice when, as Nicolaus (2015a, 2015b)
recounts, a group led by Gil Singe resisted conversion to Islam in Gilgit and migrated there,
establishing a tradition that persisted until the later spread of Shia Islam prompted further
migrations towards Ladakh. Although male and female bitan no longer practised in the same
manner as before, they continued to be essential spiritual and cultural traditions in many

parts of Gilgit-Baltistan.

Shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan has deep roots, dating back centuries, and is firmly anchored
in oral traditions, animistic beliefs, and indigenous practices and cosmologies. Locally, a
shaman is known by various names due to linguistic diversity, such as dayal® in the Shina
language® and bitan in the Burushaski language’. They act as a spiritual mediator,
channelling communication with supernatural beings called barai (Shina), Mamacharo
(meaning mothers), or pariting (Burushaski). Within this spiritual framework, bitayu? use
mythical narratives to use mythical stories to ritualise their worldview, conceptualising
natural occurrences, spiritual forces, and collective ethics through stories, symbols, and
motifs. As noted by Frog (2014) and Eliade (1964), mythology serves as a vital symbolic
system through which shamans encode cosmological knowledge and social ethics.

Historically, these practitioners played a significant role in divination, political prophecies,

4 A remarkable testament to history is the journey of Fa-Xian, a devoted Chinese Buddhist monk who travelled
on foot from China to India and Sri Lanka between 399 and 412 CE. His quest to acquire sacred Buddhist
scriptures led him to leave behind rock inscriptions, marking his profound dedication and the enduring
connection between the cultures of the Silk Road (Nicolaus, 2021: 209).

S is also written as daiyal or danyal by various scholars.
® Shina is a Hindu-Kush Indo-Aryan language (Dani, 1991; Weinreich, 2015)

" The Burushaski language, spoken by the Burusho people in the valleys of Hunza, Nagar, Gilgit, Gupis-Yasin,
and Iskhkoman, features several dialects and is recognised as linguistically isolated (Britannica, Online).

8 For my convenience, | prefer to use bitan (pl. bitayu) and chatti-tukki.



crop growth, and other matters. They also served as healers, diagnosing and resolving
afflictions like nazar (evil eye), saya (spirit possession) and offering protection through
taveez (amulets). The former function has vanished due to changes such as the abolition of
princely states and a societal shift toward job-oriented lifestyles rather than agriculture.
However, healing practices appear to remain valid. Shamanism in GB is characterised by a
profound and intricate relationship with a hierarchical structure of female fairies. Bitan or
Dayal, as the intermediary between the human and spirit worlds, undergo a symbolic public
initiation called the Chatti (also known as Chatto or Chatti-tukki)® ceremony. This ritual
involves a blood sacrifice along with the exclusive participation of ritual musicians from the
Dom caste (Bericho), which endorses the enduring nature of ancient beliefs in the face of

significant religious and social changes.

Female shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan is understudied, limiting our understanding of its role
as a knowledge system within the region's sociocultural and spiritual context. This gap is
further exacerbated by a lack of scholarly attention to the ways in which Islamisation and
modernisation have interacted to marginalise indigenous traditions, thereby eroding the local
intangible heritage. In particular, the viewpoints of both male and female shamans from the
Hunza and Nagar Valleys on the evolution of female shamanistic activities have been largely
disregarded, leaving a critical aspect of this shift unexplored. Addressing these gaps is
essential for preserving and contextualising the region's unique spiritual traditions despite

the fast societal upheaval.

To explore the evolution of female shamanistic practices in Gilgit-Baltistan’s Hunza and
Nagar Valleys, regions selected for their cultural significance and accessibility to the
researcher. This research adopted a qualitative approach, in which semi-structured
interviews with local shamans (both male and female) form the core of the study, sufficient
for capturing personal narratives on historical shifts, societal influences, and gendered roles
in shamanism. In-depth discussions with these participants provided sufficient perspectives
to understand the patterns of perception regarding the transformation of female shamanistic
practices and the impact of modern developments in the context of the Hunza and Nagar
valleys. The interview transcripts were analysed thematically alongside academic literature,

with ethical standards upheld through informed consent, anonymisation, and strict

® Chatti or Chatto is used in the Shina dialect of Lower Hunza, which refers to both ceremony and scarified
goat, while in the Shina dialect of Bagrot Valley and other parts of Nagar, it is called chatti-tukki (Nicolaus,
2015a:206), and in the context of Chaprote Valley, Hussain (1998) describes it as Shut-toky ceremony.



confidentiality. By centring lived experiences, this approach illuminated how cultural change

and gender dynamics shaped shamanistic traditions in the region.
1.1 Research Problem

The transformation and adaptation of female shamans in Gilgit-Baltistan symbolise a
broader struggle between preserving indigenous knowledge and the pressures of modern
challenges. This conflict is intensified by socio-religious and cultural transformations,
particularly Islamisation and the rise of conservative views, which have pushed aside
traditional practices that were once key to the community’s identity. As modern influences
increasingly regard these rituals as outdated, the marginalisation of female shamanistic
practices threatens the region’s intangible heritage. It raises urgent questions about balancing

cultural preservation with evolving societal norms.
1.2 Research Objectives

e To examine the factors contributing to the transformation of female shamanism in
Gilgit-Baltistan.

e To analyse the impact of Islamisation on an ancient practice of female shamanism.
e To investigate the impact of modernity on female shamanism.

e To explore how male and female shamans of the Hunza and Nagar Valleys perceive
this transformation of female shamanistic practices.

1.3 Research Questions

e What factors are impacting gendered shamanic practices in Gilgit-Baltistan?

« How do local shamans perceive changes in female shamanism, and what strategies

support its preservation?

1.4 Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework provides a strong scientific basis and a guide for the study
(Lederman and Lederman, 2025). This embodies the philosophical perspective that shapes
the methodology and anchors its logic and evaluation criteria (Crotty, 1998). The current
anthropological research has not yet produced comprehensive theories or analytical tools to

fully understand the role of female shamans in historical or contemporary religious practices



(Sychenko, 2021). Therefore, this qualitative study draws on a multi-theoretical framework
that integrates Fredrik Barth’s Ethnic Boundary Theory (1969), feminist anthropology, and
the Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) framework. Together, these perspectives inform an
intersectional analysis of the transformation of female shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan,

Pakistan.

By applying Fredrik Barth’s Ethnic Boundary Theory (1969), this research examined how
cultural and religious boundaries are actively maintained, contested, and reshaped, rather
than inherently fixed. Instead of assuming that female shamanism is vanishing, this research
investigated how its practices are explicitly concealed, hybridised, or strategically adapted
in response to shifting societal norms. Understanding these transformations is crucial for
cultural heritage preservation and rethinking how indigenous traditions persist in the face of
religious and modern influences. Moreover, in the coming chapters, feminist anthropology,
particularly Mahmood's (2005) theory of the ‘politics of piety’, serves as a key lens to
analyse how these shamans actively engage with, reinterpret or resist prevailing narratives.
This approach challenges the notion of portraying them as mere passive subjects of
socioreligious transformations. It acknowledges that agency is not always resistance but can
also manifest through strategic adaptation, negotiation, or redefinition of roles within an

evolving cultural and religious framework.

Shamanism, as a performative and metaphysical tradition, also falls under UNESCQO’s
definition of Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003), which recognises the living practices
shaped by community and vulnerable to generational discontinuity. According to the ICH
framework, traditions do not vanish abruptly but instead face threats to transmission,
particularly when younger generations disassociate from stigmatised or discouraged
practices (Blake, 2009). This theory helps to address how female shamanism can be
preserved despite societal shifts. Hence, this study treats female shamanism as a cultural
form undergoing transformation. These frameworks collectively enable a nuanced
understanding of how spiritual authority is negotiated, how traditions persist or evolve in the
context of modernity, and how communities navigate the tensions between cultural

preservation and change.



Chapter 2  Literature Review

This chapter explores the transformation of female shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan (GB),
Pakistan, situating it within global debates on shamanism, gender, and cultural change. The
literature is retrieved through academic databases (JSTOR, ProQuest, & University library)
and citations from foundational texts. This study examines shamanism and gender as
interrelated categories, both of which are shaped by contingent historical and political forces.
As shamanic traditions adapt to the changing demands of modernity, so too do the gender

roles they reflect and reproduce, rendering both concepts fluid and constantly renegotiated.

This literature review critically investigates existing scholarship on shamanism, gender
roles, transformations, and socio-political changes in Gilgit-Baltistan (GB) from the 20th
and 21st centuries, including ethnographic studies (e.g., Lorimer, Nicolaus), historical
analyses (e.g., Dani, Leitner), and theoretical works (e.g., Eliade, Singh). It is structured
thematically, discussing broad theoretical perspectives to specific regional analyses, to
explore key trends, primary studies, research gaps, and theoretical frameworks relevant to

this phenomenon. The literature on this topic can be categorised into the following themes:

Global Perspectives on Shamanism
Shamanism in GB
Female Shamanism in Asia.

Gender Dynamics in GB

o~ w0 DN

Political and Religious History in GB

The term "shaman" derives from the Tungusic word ‘saman,’ indicating its Siberian origins.
At the same time, some scholars suggest Indo-European language connections between
‘saman’ and the Pali ‘samana’ (meaning "ascetic") as well as the verb root "sa" (meaning
"to know"); these connections remain contested (Hutton, 2001; Ripinsky-Naxon, 1993).
Siberian shamanism, while later intersecting with Buddhist influences, is widely seen as
emerging from indigenous, palaeolithic hunter-gatherer contexts (Siikala & Hoppal, 1998).
Shamanism is one of humanity’s earliest spiritual practices, with shamans acting as

intermediaries between the human and spirit realms using trance', drumming, or dance

10 Scholars have long grappled with how to categorise these terms like “trance” and “ecstasy,” which dominate
discussions but reflect disciplinary divides. Psychologists and anthropologists often favour “trance” for its
associations with hypnotic states, while scholars of religion lean toward “ecstasy” (from the Greek ekstasis,



(Eliade, 1964; Bosworth, 2003). Unlike organised religions, it consists of complex beliefs
and techniques interconnected with diverse religious systems such as Buddhism,
Christianity, and Islam (Eliade, 1964; Bosworth, 2003; Darmaiza, 2021; Burbar, 2022; Faiz
et al., 2023). Despite cross-cultural similarities, such as ecstatic journeys and healing rituals,
the shamanic tradition remains locally rooted and diverse (Sukru, 2022; Morris, 2005). In
some traditions, some use psychoactive plants, while rhythmic movements are the most
common trance method (Furst, 1972; Ripinsky-Naxon, 1993). What distinguishes shamans
from sorcerers or magicians is their intentional control over spirit engagement (Eliad, 1964).
Their societal role varies, ranging from revered ritual leaders to everyday healers (Harvey,
2003; Siiger, 1967; Ali et al., 2021).

2.1  Global Perspectives on Shamanism

This section of the literature review examines seminal works by Eliade (1975), Alberts
(2016), and Winkelman (2012) to trace the intellectual history of shamanism, from its
marginalisation during the Enlightenment to its contemporary standing as a globalised yet
disputed discourse. The initial views of early European and Russian scholars toward
shamanism included pathologisation through their classification of it as primitive
superstition or mental illness (Novakovsky, 1924; Bogoras, 1974; Jochelson, 1975). In
contrast, modern scholars focus on cultural context and symbolic meaning to move away

from previous rigid Eurocentric classifications.

Eliade’s Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy (1964) provides essential knowledge
about trance and soul flight and the Axis Mundit. In this pioneering work, he distinguishes
shamans from ordinary magicians or healers by emphasising their unique ability to control
spiritual powers, where shamans are not merely passive vessels for spirits but active
mediators. These shamans navigate ecstatic trance states, which he famously termed
techniques of ecstasy, but he erroneously labelled female shamans as ‘degenerate’. One of

Eliade's most enduring contributions is his identification of shamanism as a universal

implying transcendence to capture the spiritual intensity of these moments (Lewis, 2002: Morris: 2005:19).
Neither term fully satisfies, however, as risk oversimplifies the complexity of shamanic practices. In recent
decades, researchers drawing from transpersonal psychology have adopted the more inclusive phrase
“altered states of consciousness” (Atkinson, 1992), aiming to bridge these divides and acknowledge the
multifaceted nature of such experiences without privileging one interpretive lens over another. However,
in this research, “trance”, “ecstasy,” and “altered states of consciousness” (ASC) are used interchangeably
with the meaning of experiencing the spiritual realm.

11 Eliade suggested that the Axis Mundi helps shamans to traverse the cosmic worlds; it is the ‘world tree’ that
bridges earthly and divine domains (Eliade, 1964:427-450)



phenomenon with shared elements. Despite regional variations, he identifies common motifs
such as trance-induced soul flight, alliances with spirit animals, and using sacred objects to
mediate between tangible and intangible worlds. Eliade’s work has faced criticism for his
claims about universality and marginalising female practitioners. For instance, Winkleman’s
(1992, 2010) empirical research and Alice Kehoe’s work (2000) critique universalism and
lack of cross-cultural analysis. Riboli (2020), Swenson (2009), and Tedlock (2005)
challenge his gender bias, while Flaherty (1992) and Heinze (1991) expose historical and

institutional neglect of female shamans.

Contemporary scholarship on shamanism offers a dynamic interplay of decolonial,
gendered, and ecological perspectives, utilising interdisciplinary frameworks to bridge
indigenous epistemologies and global modernity. Michael Winkleman’s (2012) Shamanism
in Cross-Cultural Perspective noted this shift by offering a neurobiological analysis of
shamanic practices. He critiques the archaeological interpretation of prehistoric shamanism.
He further argues that shamanic altered states of consciousness (ASC) arise from an
‘integrative  mode of consciousness’ involving specific brainwave patterns and
neurochemical processes (Winkleman, 2012: 53). While his work risks reducing complex
symbolic and socio-historical practices to universal biological mechanisms. However,
neuroscience is insightful but cannot stand alone; a holistic synthesis of anthropology,
psychology, and indigenous knowledge remains significant to avoid reductionism.

In addition, Louise Alberts’s Shamanism, Discourse, Modernity (2016) frames shamanism
as a contested space with a universal category within religious and popular discourse. Alberts
claims that the development of modern subjectivity promoted a discourse around the shaman
and globalised through European modernity. He explores the relationships between this
discourse on shamanism and neoliberalism, environmentalism, and indigenous movements.
The text explores how the shaman serves as a versatile and adaptive discursive tool, utilised
by local movements to express identity and advocate for rights. Environmentalists invoke
the shamans to demonstrate respect for nature and traditional knowledge, and by neoliberals
as a symbol of both personal development and control. Alberts criticises pharmaceutical
bioprospecting and New Age commodification as rebranded forms of colonial exploitation,
citing instances such as Awas Tingni v. Nicaragua, in which shamanic cosmologies are
acknowledged as legitimate claims to land. According to him, this kind of "symbolic capital”
runs the risk of turning shamans into neoliberal "spiritual entrepreneurs” (Alberts, 2016:

157). His work focuses on language and tends to overlook the agency of indigenous shamans
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in resisting or redefining these modern categories. His narrative also marginalises emerging
female shamans in regions like the Amazon and Korea, despite their crucial role in sustaining

ecological and ritual wisdom.

Prior to examining shamanism within the context of Gilgit-Baltistan, Pakistan, it is
Imperative to investigate scholarly studies in neighbouring countries like Afghanistan
(Sidky, 2003), Bangladesh (Karim, 1988), the Himalayas (Chazot & Girolami, 2003),
broader Asia (Chilson & Knecht, 2003), and Nepal (Shimkhada and Pave, 2011) to illustrate
how shamans blend indigenous spirituality with Hindu, Buddhist, and Islamic frameworks.
For instance, Afghan malangs incorporate Sufi Islam with pre-Islamic jinn rituals (Sidky,
2003:89), and Bangladeshi ojhas blend Hindu Tantra with Sufi invocations, such as the use
of Qur’anic amulets to ease psychological stress (Karim, 1988:285). Moreover, Himalayan
ziarat shrines often merge Buddhist and Sufi symbols (Chazot & Girolami, 2003:114), and
Japanese shamans cater to corporate clientele (Chilson & Knecht, 2003:45). These
modifications demonstrate shamanism's dual trajectory: degraded by theological revisions
and revitalised as cultural commodities. However, gender is still an underexplored axis.
While Korean mudangs and Himalayan dhamis have spiritual power, they confront social
shame and patriarchal limitations (Chazot & Girolami, 2003: 67; Karim, 1988: 298).

The Nepali jharikri tradition, as described by Shimkhada and Pave (2010), syncretises Shiva
devotion with animist beliefs (Shimkhada & Pave, 2010). Sidky (2010) challenges Eliade's
restricted focus on "soul journeying," highlighting how jharikris engage in both soul journeys
and controlled spirit possession while maintaining agency over summoned creatures. This
dichotomy reflects a larger South Asian trend in which shamanism adapts to prevailing faiths
while maintaining its animist character. Yet, gender remains underexplored. Female
shamans such as Budenis and Matas are often limited to domestic rituals and excluded from
formal ceremonies (Sidky, 2010; Shimkhada and Pave, 2010). Even at Baral's modernised
ashram, where female dhamis are trained, women are only assigned peripheral chores. These
dynamics reflect a global pattern in which women's spiritual labour is domesticated and their
contributions concealed by structural biases, a shortcoming replicated in Eliade's male-
centric frameworks. Jhafikris are positioned as symbols of South Asian shamanism, a live
negotiation of both "Hindu" and "animist” traditions. Although shamanism is a resilient
practice in South Asia, its gendered and indigenous aspects require immediate scholarly

attention.
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Shamanism has only lately been explored academically from a gendered perspective. For
decades, scholarship has focused disproportionately on male practitioners, reflecting larger
patriarchal views among academics and the society being studied. Scholars have only
recently begun exploring female shamans' roles, agency, and marginalisation in the late 20"
and early 21% centuries. Despite their cultural and historical significance, female shamanic
activities have received little attention, with an emphasis on their adaptation strategies to

modernity, government regulation, and religious orthodoxy.
2.2 Shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan

Most of the earliest scholars’ interest in Gilgit-Baltistan began during the British expansion
into the Indian subcontinent®. Scholars such as Gottlieb Leitner, John Biddulph, Algernon
Durand, D.L.R. Lorimer, Francis Younghusband, and Reginald Schomberg visited the
region for linguistic, geographic, and political reasons, and often engaged in espionage on
behalf of the British Empire. They were closely allied with local rulers, particularly the Mir
of Hunza, which shaped the perspective found in their writings (Kreutzmann, 2020:18).
Many early studies on shamanic traditions have been directed towards Kafiristan in Chitral®
due to its pagan cultural presence in an Islamic society. As a result, early research on
shamanism in Hunza and Nagar is minimal, with no existing studies on female shamanism
in these regions. It is significant to highlight that shamanic tradition is not practised in all

areas of Gilgit-Baltistan, such as Baltistan, which did not have this practice (Dani, 1991:83).

In Leitner’s (1889) writing ‘The Hunza-Nagyr Handbook, he described ‘ecstatic women,’
who sang histories, prophesied, and recounted events in Hunza. While he did not name them
as shamans, his description implies shamanic roles (Leitner, 1889: xiv). Biddulph (1880), in
Tribes of the Hindoo Koosh, provides the earliest detailed observation of a female bitan’s
performances during the Ginani* festival, noting trance states, music-induced awakenings,
and rituals involving goat’s blood (Chatti-tukki). According to him, with the spread of

orthodox Islam, bitayu gradually declined, surviving only in Gilgit, Hunza, and Nager as

12 The Indian Subcontinent was the term used historically for South Asia, the physiographic region
characterised by the Himalaya and Hindukush mountains, and including India, Bhutan, Pakistan, Nepal,
Maldives, Bangladesh, and Sri-Lanka.

13 Chitral is situated in the northern part of Pakistan and is an administrative district within the Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa (KPK).

14 Local spring festival and its celebration of harvesting.
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stricter religious practices replaced indigenous traditions. But he referred to them as
‘witches,” which indicates his lack of basic knowledge about local differences between
witches and bitan. Like Biddulph, Algernon Durand documented female-led shamanic
rituals and identified women as the primary custodians of these rituals in Gilgit (Durand,
1899: 212). His account reinforces the gendered structure of shamanic authority in the late
19th century, where female bitayu held central, public roles in ritual life. Both Biddulph and
Durand described this public performance of female bitan as communal and highly visible,
illustrating the centrality of female shamans as the region’s spiritual and social institutions.
However, his portrayal of bitan as “very Maenad,” exotic, and irrational reflected imperial
views that dismissed local culture as primitive. Therefore, Sokefeld (2014:21) considers this

work more of a ‘political memoir’ than ethnographical research.

In the early 20th century, one of the prolific local writers, Ghulam Muhammad (1905),
documented bitan practices in detail, describing trance, spirit possession, and strict ritual
codes, such as the prohibition of wearing red clothing. In his book, Festivals and Folklore
of Gilgit, he provides a rich account of bitayu in a single paragraph, which provides critical
insights into the gender dynamics of shamanic practices and their vulnerability to
sociocultural shifts. His narrative highlights the centrality of female agency in the tradition,
exemplified by a woman’s initiation story, where she encounters a fairy in her childhood;
subsequent possession and training by spirits underscore the profoundly personal and
mystical pathways to shamanic authority (Muhammad, 1905). Yet, Muhammad’s interaction
also hints at the pressures facing such traditions. For instance, ‘after long hesitation’
(Muhammad, 1905:104), the female shaman agreed to share her story, and the ritual’s
reliance on communal participation suggests a fragile transmission process, vulnerable to

external disruptions.

D.L.R. Lorimer, the third British Political Agent in Gilgit (1920-1924), offers one of the
earliest overviews of local supernatural beliefs in The Supernatural in the Popular Belief of
the Gilgit Region (1929), documenting spirits such as boyo, jinns, paris, and arwah. While
his study touches on bitan figures, it lacks depth on shamanic practices. In Folk Tales of
Hunza (1934), he recounts legends of Bitan Shon Gukur and Bitan Huke Mamo (Lorimer,
1924: 99-105) and briefly describes a female bitan performance during Nowruz® (Lorimer,
1924: 164). Ahmed Hassani Dani’s "History of Northern Areas of Pakistan" (1991) is one

15 QOriginally an Iranian festival that has been celebrated in the region for many centuries as the new year.
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of the most significant and highly cited works on the history of Gilgit-Baltistan. His book
offers comprehensive historical accounts, geography, and political shifts. The book includes
a brief discussion of local shamanic traditions that resemble those found in Siberia. Still, it
overlooks how developments like the Karakoram Highway (KKH) affected women’s lives

and reshaped gendered cultural practices.

M.H. Sidky (1994) wrote Shamans and Mountain Spirits in Hunza, which expanded on his
prior work in Afghanistan (1990). This anthropological investigation explores how beliefs
in fairies, the supernatural guardians of high mountains, influence local cosmologies and
daily life. This historical role of bitan in society, rituals, and beliefs and their transformation
in the modern context of Hunza. He focuses on the local beliefs about fairies residing in the
high mountains, guarding their domain against humans and livestock such as ibex and
markhor (Capra falconeri). These individuals who act as intermediaries between humans
and supernatural beings are bitayu, who inherit this ability in certain families, as also
highlighted by Lorimer (1929:535). However, Biddulph (1880:96) refuted the idea of
hereditary transmission. The chant of bitan in the Shina language, despite the fact that they
do not speak the language. Similarly, Bulgakova (2018:71) also identified this feature in one
of the Nanai shamans of Russia, who speaks Chinese in a trance, even though she does not
know a single word. Sidky interprets this logic and agrees with Biddulph (1880) that this
tradition was imported from the Shins®.

The initiation of bitan begins with a spiritual calling, typically in the form of a fairy
appearing as a bird, butterfly, or human-like figure, signalling their selection for the spiritual
path. Ignoring this call can lead to serious consequences like sickness and even death, while
acceptance leads to trance experiences, sometimes triggered by ritual music alone, such as
Shireen Zuban®. Sidky describes that a bitan ’s authenticity is proven through the chatti-tukki
ceremony, where they perform a ritual dance in a public gathering and drink the blood from
a freshly sacrificed goat’s head (chatto or chatti). Experiencing a trance can be physically
and mentally draining for a bitan. If the musical tune and rituals are performed correctly,

then only fairies accept the sacrifice, and the individual is recognised as a true bitan. For the

16 Indo-Aryan ethnolinguistic groups reside in regions like Chilas, Kohistan, Dare, Lower Hunza, and Ghizer
in Gilgit-Baltistan and also in Jammu & Kashmir, Ladakh in India (Nicolaus, 2015).

17 Type of musical tune played for shaman dance.
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bitan, it is not blood; instead, the sensation feels like drinking milk to them. This feature sets
the bitayu of this region apart globally, owing to its unique characteristics.

In ancient times, another test was conducted in Berishal village®® to verify the authenticity
of bitan, but this no longer exists today. Only chatti-tukki ceremonies are practised. Once
confirmed, the bitan used to perform in royal and public festivals to deliver prophecies and
fulfil other duties, including serving as a healer of the sick and counteracting harmful magic
with the help of their guardians. Another unique characteristic of the bitayu of Gilgit-
Baltistan that sets them apart from other shamanic traditions, such as those in Siberia, is that
they do not play music or use drums. Instead, only Bericho (Dom) musicians are traditionally
allowed to play specific tunes required for this ecstatic ritual. Sidky (1994) links the decline
of divine intermediaries to colonial intrusions, religious reforms, and modern
encroachments. Once prominent public rituals, performed during local festivals such as
Ginani, Bopfu, Sigamating, and Nowruz, are now confined to the limited Bagrot and Chaprot
valleys, where they are experiencing a resurgence in practice (Sidky, 1994; Dani, 1991). In
Chaprot, Altaf Hussain’s (1998) research offers rare insights into male shamanic rituals
involving spirits like Makhakher Aji*® (mother spirit) and Rowoaley®. His ethnographic
focus is valuable, but it neglects female practitioners, whose historic role in spiritual

mediation is widely attested.

The article written by Gadit (2003) titled Health Services Delivery by Shamans: A Local
Experience in Pakistan, conflates shamanism with other forms of spiritual healers and folk
psychiatry, misrepresenting the core definition of the shaman as understood in
anthropological and religious studies. Scholars like Eliade (1964) have distinguished
shamans from other spiritual practitioners by their unique use of trance, soul flight, and
mastery over spirits. Gadit’s generalisations, particularly in the context of Pakistan, are
problematic since shamanic traditions are only present in the northern regions, particularly
in Chitral and Gilgit-Baltistan.

18 1t is a village in Hunza where the Bericho caste resides. They were musicians who historically were
considered a ‘lower, uncleaned cast’ (Sidky, 1994). The place they reside is called Berishal, where bitan
has to perform, as this is stereotyped as unclean.

19 Shina word literal meaning ‘mother Makhakher,” who is a ‘head of the fairies’ (Nicolaus, 2015b)

20 Rowoaley counterspirit to Makhakher; the bitayu chosen by Rowoaley are considered riskier to consult
(Hussain, 1998).
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To clarify these distinctions, Csaji (2011) conducted extensive ethnographic research in the
Hunza Valley. In Flying with the Vanishing Fairies, he characterises Hunza as an “island of
shamanism inside the Islamic world” (2011: 163), where bitan are distinct from other
spiritual actors such as dashman,?* Jadugar (sorcerer), sire gus (miraculous woman), and
akhun (local priest). Unlike a dashman, a bitan uses dance to enter trance and communicate
with fairy spirits. Initiation often begins in childhood, marked by signs of possession or
ilness, and refusal can result in affliction. Csaji notes that bitan rely solely on patron spirits
for guidance, unlike their Eurasian counterparts, who train under elder shamans. He also
compares their inhalation of juniper smoke or Syrian rue to the symbolic use of
hallucinogens (Cs4ji, 2011: 176; Costin & Ennis-McMillan, 2022: 2), though this lacks
empirical evidence and may misrepresent everyday cultural use. Another unique feature is
the bitan’s dependence on Bericho or musicians to produce trance-inducing rhythms.
Nicolaus (2015: 225-226) argues that this developed as a socio-political strategy to control
ritual through musical monopoly. Unlike Eurasian shamans, bitan wear no distinctive
clothing and often speak in Shina during trance regardless of their native language, making

Hunza’s shamanism both culturally specific and symbolically rich.

Peter Nicolaus’s The Taming of the Fairies (2015) provides one of the most detailed
ethnographic accounts of shamanic practices in Gilgit-Baltistan. Based on fieldwork and
interviews with 28 shamans, 14 of whom are women, from Lower and Central Hunza, Nagar,
and Gilgit in 2012. Nicolaus illustrates how ritual performances, such as the chatto
ceremony, continue to define shamanic authority. He narrates the initiation of a male bitayu
guided by a female shaman, who uses secret incantations and juniper twigs to invoke her
rachizz and call the pariting (fairies). Musical accompaniment by Bericho is central; the tune
Ghul Ghool, recommended by a master shaman, marks the spiritual climax. This use of
prescribed melodies echoes earlier documentation (Sidky, 1994; Hussain, 1998), but
Nicolaus provides more detailed insight into how each bitan/dayal is believed to be linked
with a unique fairy lineage, determined by their rachi (Faiz et al.,3765-66). The chatto ritual
culminates in the symbolic consumption of goat blood, perceived by the initiate as milk.

Nicolaus records that failure to follow ritual codes, such as premature consumption or

21 Dashman has the closest similarity with the bitan; the former ‘does not dance as a technique of ecstasy’
(Cséji, 2011:165)

22 Rachi is a personal guardian spirit, often envisioned as a small girl, that offers protective power and
communicates with anti-witch figures in times of danger, reflecting both magical and animistic beliefs in
individualised fortune or "luck” (Lorimer, 1929: 522)
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resistance to the master shaman, can result in transformation into a rui (witch or malevolent
entity). In this complex process, the iron bangle (kau or zumozch in Burushaski) plays a
central role. Dipped in sacrificial blood and fixed to the initiate’s arm, it seals the pact
between shaman and spirit. Notably, Nicolaus, Hussain (1998), and Sidky (1994) all
highlight the guiding bitan’s responsibility in protecting initiates from harmful spirits, while
Cséji (2011) does not mention this role in his study.

Nicolaus offers ethnographic depth in describing fairy typologies, ranging from 7 to 44
fairies per shaman and between two and three Makhakher (mother spirits), usually aged 30
to 50. These spirits communicate in Shina and are often described as having fair skin, golden
hair, vertical eyes, and feet that point backwards, traits that blend beauty and danger.
Importantly, Nicolaus argues that increasing Islamic conservatism may influence these
representations, with younger female fairies appearing less frequently due to cultural

restrictions on female-male association (Nicolaus, 2015: 215).

His work also contrasts ritual variations. For instance, the sheifal® ceremony, primarily
performed by female shamans, involves trance induction through the use of bread, butter,
and an iron kau (bangle), but it occurs in private. Unlike chatti-tukki, it avoids blood sacrifice
and public spectacle. Nicolaus suggests that Islamic moral codes have contributed to the
growing preference for this less visible ritual. The ritual’s performative core remains, but its
staging has shifted. Another notable insight is Nicolaus’s reflection on the socio-political
context. He argues that the 1974 political integration of Gilgit-Baltistan into Pakistan
accelerated the decline of earlier practices like the public ashosch* dance and communal
chatti-tukki. These were replaced by individual consultations and less publicly disruptive
ceremonies such as Sheifal. Even so, Bericho (musicians) continue to hold ritual authority

in the rare chatti ceremonies that survive.

In a related publication, Nicolaus (2015b) explores residues of pre-Islamic Dardic beliefs

among the Shin populations of Gilgit and Ladakh. He traces the story of Gil Shinge®, a

23 Locally, the term is used for bread-and-butter-welcome (Nicolaus, 2015:206), but this term seems to be
misinterpreted as serving bread-and-butter on special occasions is a common local tradition across Gilgit-
Baltistan.

24 It is a Shina term for a traditional public performance of the shaman to make prophecies; distinct from the
chatti-tukki ceremony, it is conducted without sacrificing a goat (Nicolaus, 2015:223).

25 Not much is known about his background; however, Gil Singe and his brother Gapo migrated to Ladakh
from Gilgit (Vohra, 1981:68,1983, 9, Nicolaus, 2015).
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historic shaman-like figure who resisted conversion to Islam and migrated from Gilgit to
Ladakh. On his way, he performed on the pasul hareep2s for the Baltistan ruler, suggesting
he and his followers maintained older beliefs. Upon settling in the Dah-Hanu region of
Ladakh, they encountered the Minaro, another Shin group, and eventually merged culturally.
Nicolaus notes the divergence between Ladakh and Gilgit in ritual practice. In Gilgit,
shamanic initiation involves chatti and sheifal, whereas in Ladakh, it depends on the
selection of a deity and approval by high Buddhist lamas. Spirits in Gilgit speak Shina, while
in Ladakh, they use Tibetan or Ladakhi, requiring interpreters. This reflects how Buddhism
and Islam, respectively, shaped local shamanic practices. Despite these divergences,
Nicolaus identifies shared core elements: trance, initiation, and observance of taboos. His
contribution is especially valuable for bringing both male and female perspectives into
academic discourse. However, he does not explore how these practices evolve beyond

religious influence or how shamans themselves interpret and navigate this change over time.

Shifting from ritual to contemporary relevance, recent scholarship has started to link
shamanic practices to broader psychosocial and mental health issues. For example, Faiz,
Noshin, and Khan’s article Role of Shamans in Fostering Well-being and Healing for Their
Believers (2023) attempts to frame bitan/dayal as “devoted Muslims” who draw upon the
Qur’an and Hadith for spiritual guidance (Faiz et al., 2023: 180-81). However, this conflates
shamanism with sir-e-gus (miraculous woman), akhun, or other religious healers. It also
downplays the pre-Islamic roots of shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan, which have historically
evolved through syncretism, rather than strict orthodoxy. Another significant study titled
Youth Suicide, Supernatural Beings, and the Shamanic Response in Hunza (2023) explores
how local cosmologies explain mental distress and suicide among youth. According to the
authors, fairies are said to inhabit sacred spaces, such as high peaks and riverbanks. When
these areas are polluted or disrespected, malevolent spirits like khabees arwah (evil souls),
shusholokish?, or danglathas?® may retaliate by harming humans, potentially leading to
suicidal behaviours. In such cases, the bitayu conducts the Maari ritual, an effort to rebalance

26 Hareep, meaning a tune, and there are defined 11 tunes that are played for bitayu during their ritual
performances. Nicolaus (2015:208-209) identified Yudeni Hareep, a fairy tune played during the chatti-
tukki ceremony, while other featured tunes include Shireen Zuban, Ghul Ghool, Pasul Basemani, Dani,
Lathasi, and Saos. Traditionally, only the Bericho of Hunza, a caste designated for music, could perform
these tunes, as they were believed to be guided by a pari (fairy). However, in recent times, individuals from
other family clans have taken up this profession.

27 A female spirit carries trash in a wooden bucket.

28 An evil female spirit resides in cliffs..
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relations between humans and the supernatural. The study notes that in the absence of
institutional mental healthcare, bitan/dayal remain a vital, if informal, support system in

rural areas.

This research marks a shift in scholarly interest, from documenting performance and ritual
to exploring the relevance of shamanism in contemporary life. While earlier ethnographies,
such as those by Sidky (1994), Hussain (1998), and Nicolaus (2015), focused on initiation,
cosmology, and cultural decline, newer work engages with lived experience, well-being, and
social stigma. Yet, as this study reveals, even the most recent studies rarely examine how
these changes have affected women in shamanic roles. Despite the significant presence of
female bitayu in rituals and oral traditions, much of the academic discourse continues to
foreground male practitioners or generalise shamanic functions. For instance, while Nicolaus
documents female-led Sheifal ceremonies and outlines social pressures they face, he does
not analyse how these women respond to or resist these pressures. The evolution of female
shamanic roles, particularly under socio-religious scrutiny and changing gender norms,

remains underexplored.

Previous works emphasised the study rituals of shamanism, while contemporary research
connects it to current trends such as mental health and economic activities. Little attention
has been paid to the evolution of rituals; however, no attempts have been made to explore
the effects of these changes on female shamans in Gilgit-Baltistan, Pakistan. To measure the

changes, it is essential to understand the gendered studies done in the region.

2.3 Studies on Female Shamanism

As this research focuses on female shamanism in the context of Gilgit-Baltistan, Pakistan, it
is crucial to explore studies investigating female shamanism, or ‘shamaness’ trends, across
various cultures. The study of shamanism through the gendered lens is a relatively recent
development. Much of the scholarship disproportionately centres on male practitioners,
depicting broader patriarchal biases within academia and the societies under study. It was
not until the late 20th and early 21st centuries that scholars began to interrogate the role,
agency, and marginalisation of female shamans. Despite their cultural and historical
significance, female shamanic practices remain understudied and receive little attention to
their adaptive strategies amid modernity, state policies and religious orthodoxy. Due to the
lack of research on shamaness practices in the Gilgit-Baltistan region, this study draws

insights from Davide Torri and Sophie Roche’s book, The Shamaness in Asia: Gender,
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Religions, and the State (2021). This pivotal collection adopts a multidisciplinary approach
to exploring how female shamans navigate their authority, marginalisation, and modernity
across Asia within a sociopolitical context and religious syncretism. In their first chapter,
The Shamaness at the Threshold, Sophie Roche and Davide Torri portray female shamans
as the "other" within institutionalised faiths, viewed as superstitious or backwards. They
suggest that governmental initiatives to bureaucratise frequently favour male-dominated
religious institutions, pushing female practitioners to operate in liminal zones. However, as
the authors point out, this marginalisation has also encouraged resilience, with shamanesses
adapting their responsibilities to perpetuate traditions, which is a crucial issue in my research
in Gilgit-Baltistan.

This trend of gendered marginalisation persists across scenarios. In the chapter, The
Shamaness' New Clothes Davide Torri portrays shamanic bodies as a form of rebellion
against patriarchal and religious oppressions. Historically labelled as witches, female
shamans were restricted to the home, while male counterparts dominated public ceremonies.
Torri questions conventional gender categories, exposing how shamanic identities frequently
transcend contemporary standards, combining masculine and feminine features to destabilise
power hierarchies. Similarly, Roberte Hamayon's examination of Siberian shamanism
(Shamanesses High and Low) distinguishes between high-status male shamans who mediate
cosmic-political realms and female practitioners who are limited to domestic healing and
reproductive rights. Shamanesses have survived among the Buryat, despite Christianisation,
Soviet persecution, and contemporary spiritual commercialisation, with their responsibilities
shifting in reaction to societal developments rather than disappearing entirely.

Diana Riboli's ethnographic study (Shamanism and Gender (In)Equality in South and
Southeast Asia) on the Chepang of Nepal and the Semang-Negrito of Malaysia emphasises
the endurance of female shamans. Riboli reveals indications of powerful female shamans
and corresponding global patterns in which women's spiritual authority arises despite
cultural norms, while male shamans are dominant due to their connections with hunting and
clans. For example, in Korea and Japan, female shamans like mudangs and itako gained
prominence only after institutionalised priesthoods displaced their male counterparts. This
dynamic is consistent with research conducted by Danuta Penkala-Gawgcka on post-Soviet
Central Asia (Shamans, Islam, and State Medical Policy), which found that female healers
employ a combination of shamanic and Islamic methods to transcend patriarchal norms.
Despite purist Islamic tendencies, women use their spiritual vocations to break through
social boundaries and establish credibility through social networks; this tactic is similar in

Gilgit-Baltistan's mixed religious environment.



20

Razia Sultanova's chapter ‘Let Me Take Your Pain Away’ delves into the relationship
between music, gender, and spirituality, focusing on how female shamans in Central Asia
retain traditions through musical rites, oral epics, and dance. According to Roche, male-
dominated Sufi practices are hailed as theologically legitimate, whereas women's rites are
often delegitimised by being called "shamanic” or outdated. She notes that rather than
reflecting theological differences, this gendered dualism reflects social inequalities, which
is an essential realisation for comprehending how female shamans in Gilgit-Baltistan

negotiate Islamic orthodoxy.

This research draws on themes of resilience, hybridity, and marginalisation from The
Shamaness in Asia to offer insight into how female shamans in Gilgit-Baltistan sustain
traditional memory while facing the demands of modernity. Their experiences, which have
long been overlooked in academia, demand inclusion in broader debates about spiritual

authority and cultural survival.

2.4 Gender Dynamics in Gilgit-Baltistan

Generally, gender studies in the Global South, particularly in Muslim societies, have
garnered the attention of both orientalists and occidentals, especially post 9/11. The central
concept in most studies is the role of females in the Islamic world (Peristiany, 1965;
Mernissi, 1987; Abu-Lughod, 1986; Awde, 2005). Pakistan as an Islamic Republic State
also attracted many scholars to conduct studies on women's roles and responsibilities (Falah
and Nagel, 2005; Frembgen, 2006; Patel, 2010; Weiss, 2002), while in the context of
northern Pakistan, it’s a recent phenomenon where some scholars contributed to this concept,
such as Gohlen (1998), Halvorson (2005), and Walter (2014 and 2016). Most scholars who
studied gender dynamics come from Western female backgrounds. The gender dynamics in
Gilgit-Baltistan exist within a complex system that combines religious traditions with
patriarchal structures and traditional practices, and socio-economic changes. Women in
Gilgit-Baltistan face multiple constraints that limit their role in family preservation, as their

status depends on the honour of the entire valley.

Post-colonisation and the country's integration into the Islamic Republic of Pakistan led to
the implementation of state policies that enforced gender segregation, including pardah
(seclusion) and sharam (modesty), shaping women’s public behaviour and confining them
to domestic spheres (Walter, 2016, 2022; Halvorson, 2005). This was particularly evident

under General Zia’s regime (1979-1988), during which state-sponsored Islamisation
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institutionalised gender discrimination through mandatory madrassa education® and framed
women as guardians of Islamic morality (Patel, 2010). Traditionally, the practice of gender
segregation varies across regions, with differing degrees of strictness depending on the
religious sects (Shia, Sunni, and Ismaili) and location (rural versus urban) (Sokefeld, 2014;
Walter, 2016). The example shows that the Sunni-majority Chilas maintains stricter
seclusion rules than the Ismaili-majority Hunza and rural areas, where women who work in
fields have less stringent regulations than those in Gilgit town (Walter, 2016; Halvorson,
2005).

The combination of state policies and external influences, such as Saudi Wahhabism,
intensifies sectarian tensions, which make gendered identities more complex. The sectarian
communities of Gilgit-Baltistan, including Sunni, Shia, and Ismaili, maintain their social
norms, which restrict women's movement and public presence through practices of sharam
(modesty). This performative discipline ties personal behaviours to collective honour
(Walter, 2016). For instance, public spaces like markets or hotels remain male-dominated,
while women’s roles are often circumscribed to the home, the field, or gender-segregated
“ladies’ markets” (Sokefeld, 2014; Walter, 2022). In recent decades, the literacy rate of
women has increased. Despite progressive intervention projects, such as those by the Aga
Khan Development Network (AKDN), the perception of girls as ‘temporary sojourners’30
continues to influence parents’ attitudes towards girls’ education (Alam, 2017). Moreover,
due to economic changes driven by market integration and development, women serving as
teachers and the women-only market have emerged as a promising model to promote
women’s economic participation in conservative contexts, leading to increased respect,

mobility, and control over assets (Sokefeld, 2014; Bowles, 2014).

These shifts reflect Wittrock’s (2000) model of modernity, where new values (e.g.,
education, economic integration) gradually destabilise traditional systems, creating
fragmented progress. Yet, existing studies on gender in Gilgit-Baltistan focus narrowly on
economic and religious pressures, overlooking indigenous spiritual practices like female
shamanism. While scholars like Halvorson and Walter analyse how Islamisation reshapes
gender norms, they neglect the marginalisation of pre-Islamic belief systems. Female

shamans (bitan), once central to mediating spiritual and communal health, now face erasure

29 Madrassa terms used for religious education system.

%0'Who will eventually move to their husbands’ homes
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as conservative religious discourses label their rituals “un-Islamic” (Jettmar, 1961b). This
mirrors broader patterns in Muslim-majority contexts, such as Malaysia’s Orang Asli
communities, where state-led Islamisation and logging displace shamanism into secrecy
(Toshihiro, 2008). In Gilgit-Baltistan, modernisation projects like the Karakoram Highway
(KKH) and Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) initiatives accelerate connectivity
and economic growth but prioritise homogenised Islamic identities over cultural pluralism.
Pakistan’s education system, which erases indigenous knowledge from curricula (Csaji,
2011), further severs ties to shamanic traditions, relegating them to the realm of

“backwardness.”

2.5 Modernity in the Gilgit-Baltistan

Another crucial factor to discuss in exploring the ‘transformation of female shamanism in
Gilgit-Baltistan’ is the concept of modernity in the region. In engaging with modernity in
this region, it is important to distinguish it from the more technical process of modernisation.
While modernisation refers to the tangible influx of roads, schooling, tourism and NGO-led
development projects, modernity in this context should be understood as a cultural and
attitudinal shift, grounded in local experiences. Anna-Maria Walter (2014), drawing on
Wittrock (2000) and Foucault (1984), frames modernity as both a transformative process
and an evolving attitude shaped by moral and institutional change. Meanwhile, Kreutzmann
(2020, 2024) linked it with the colonial-era initiatives like agricultural practices,
administrative forms, and infrastructure, which laid foundational changes long before
contemporary development discourse emerged.

Many scholars, including Jettmar (1989), Flowerday (2009), Csaji (2011), Walter (2014),
and Sokefeld (2014), identified the establishment of the Karakoram Highway (KKH) as a
critical turning point for accelerating cultural exchanges, economic activities, and the influx
of external development interventions significantly. Walter (2014), in her work, Changing
Gilgit-Baltistan: Perceptions of Recent History and the Role of Community Activism, revisits
the concept of ‘development in Gilgit-Baltistan,” challenging Western-centric notions where
‘change’ is perceived as synonymous with ‘development’. She transcends the dichotomy of
‘traditional’ versus ‘modern,” framing Gilgit-Baltistan’s development as a site of hybrid,
trans-local modernities influenced by foreign interventions and projects such as the
Karakoram Highway, the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) initiatives, and Monika
Girls School. These developments are not simply imposed; rather, they are locally
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negotiated. She illustrated how local communities adapted external influences within their
indigenous norms by blending traditional and foreign ideas. According to her, modernity in
the context of Gilgit-Baltistan is not a Western replica but a co-created global dialogue. In

this framework, ‘local modernity' both empowers and constrains women in complex ways.

2.6 Political and Religious History in GB

The political and sectarian history of Gilgit-Baltistan is deeply intertwined with its contested
geography and evolving identity. Before the 1947 partition, the region comprised semi-
autonomous princely states like Hunza, Nagar, and Yasin, which were nominally under the
suzerainty of Jammu and Kashmir’s Dogra rulers (Ali, 2019; Kreutzmann, 2008). British
colonial administration further fragmented the region into agencies like Gilgit and Baltistan,
a legacy that endured post-partition. When Maharaja Hari Singh acceded to India amid local
disturbances, Gilgit-Baltistan's fortunes changed drastically. A brief "Independence
Republic of Gilgit,” commanded by the Gilgit Scouts under British Major Brown, was
quickly dissolved, resulting in the ascension to Pakistan (Kreutzmann, 2008; Dad, 2016,
2009). This decision solidified the region's status as a geopolitical flashpoint, which extends
the 8ongoing Kashmir conflict (Bansal, 2008; Sokefeld, 1997).

In 1970, Pakistan’s successive governance of Gilgit-Baltistan was renamed the Federally
Administered Northern Areas (FANA). After four years, all the princely states were
abolished and Frontier Crimes Regulations (FCR) were imposed to solidify the centralised
control while denying the region’s provincial status (Kreutzmann, 2008, 2024b). In
response, local communities began demanding constitutional integration. One such effort
was the Movement for Determining the Constitutional Position of Northern Areas during
Zia-ul-Haq’s regime. However, the state introduced the 1994 Legal Framework Order,
which offered provincial-like rights without political representation (Kreutzmann, 2024a).

Even the 2009 renaming to Gilgit-Baltistan and the creation of a legislative assembly under
President Zardari failed to resolve its constitutional limbo, as the region remains excluded
from Pakistan’s Parliament (Bouzas et al., 2015; Karrar & Mostowlansky, 2018). Adding to
this political ambiguity, sectarian tensions have intensified the complex political landscape
of Gilgit-Baltistan. Historically, Gilgit-Baltistan’s Shia-majority communities coexisted
peacefully with Sunni minorities, and even intermarriage was not uncommon (Mishra, 2018;
EFSAS, 2020). However, from the late 20th century onwards, these sectarian lines began to

deepen. This was fuelled by Pakistan’s Sunni-centric Islamisation under Zia-ul-Hag,
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combined with external ideological influences from the Iranian Revolution and Afghan Jihad
(Hunzai, 2013; Feyyaz, 2011). The region soon became a frontline battleground for Saudi
Iranian proxy rivalries, exacerbating Sunni-Shia polarisation (Dad, 2016). State policies,
such as the promotion of Sunni-biased school curricula, further contributed to the alienation
of Shia communities. This sparked unrest and conflicts, most notably the “textbook
controversy” in the early 2000s (Ali, 2019; Bansal, 2008). Critics contend that the state has
employed “divide-and-rule” tactics by manipulating sectarianism to justify militarisation

and silencing the growing demands for political autonomy (EFSAS, 2020).

The erosion of cultural harmony has profound implications. Local religious leaders, often
aligned with fundamentalist ideologies, now oppose Gilgit-Baltistan’s syncretic heritage,
including its archaeological sites (Dad, 2009, 2017). Meanwhile, exclusion from power-
sharing has driven identity-based mobilisation, with communities framing resistance through
cultural preservation. Ultimately, the government’s perseverance on Islam as a unifying
ideology has paradoxically fostered divisions that overshadow a shared regional identity
(Karrar & Mostowlansky, 2018). This leaves Gilgit-Baltistan trapped in liminality between
unresolved Kashmir claims, geopolitical rivalries, and internal fragmentation. The real
consequences of this enduring political ambiguity are borne by its people. As Kreutzmann
(2024) noted, the people’s struggle for recognition is not merely about constitutional debates;
it touches upon the existential questions of belonging and cultural survival in a region where

history is perpetually contested.

This study, Navigating Heritage in Transition, tries to elucidate the nature of these patterns
by centring the endurance of female shamanism in the setting of Gilgit-Baltistan and their
quiet negotiation of Islamisation and adjustment to modern encroachments. Torri and Roche
(2021) contend that they are not relics but a lifeline, providing a counter-narrative to state-

driven homogenisation. There is hope for revival by reporting their transformation.
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Chapter 3  Methodology

This chapter discusses the study methodologies used to explore the change and adaptation
of female shamans, which exemplify the larger fight to retain indigenous wisdom in the face
of current socio-religious influences, such as Islamisation and conservative attitudes. A
qualitative method was employed to gain insights into and a thorough understanding of how
cultural change, societal factors, and gendered roles influence shamanistic traditions. This
piece of research prioritised cultural nuance and lived experiences through semi-structured
interviews and academic literature, reflecting the research purpose of exploring gendered
dynamics in shamanism within shifting socio-religious contexts. The rationale for this
methodology is explained below, along with details of data collection, analysis, and the

ethical considerations that inform it.

3.1 Rationale for Research Approach

The qualitative research® technique employed a specific type known as qualitative
exploratory design to collect the shamans' subjective perspective, combining semi-structured
interviews with academic literature analysis. According to Erickson (2017), this approach
facilitates the triangulation of historical materials with contemporary narratives, thereby
situating participant testimonies within broader cultural trends and providing deep insights
into understudied subjects. To ensure a comprehensive understanding of both lived
experiences and historical contexts, interviews focused on personal experiences, societal
influences, and gender roles. This study used an emic approach, emphasising an insider's
perspective, examining cultural beliefs, values, and practices from the perspective of those
living within that culture (Mostowlansky et.al., 2020). At the same time, academic literature
has traced socio-religious and political history through scholarly written texts and

ethnographic records.

This research design is grounded in interpretive epistemology. As Bryman (2004) stated,
qualitative research has an interpretivist epistemology, and Mason (2018) also emphasised
that qualitative research is interpretive because it focuses on how the social world is

understood, experienced, and produced; however, Crowe and Sheppard (2010) argued that

3L A strategy that assists researchers in examining and interpreting data holistically (Alam, 2019).
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research without interpretation is disaggregated. Hence, by focusing on shamans' lived
experiences and narratives, the interpretivist paradigm allowed a more in-depth investigation
of how cultural shifts are perceived and implemented within the context of Gilgit-Baltistan.
Moreover, integrating feminist epistemologies provided a critical examination of gender
dynamics, particularly regarding the transformation and preservation of female shamanistic
practices, thereby addressing research questions from a gender-sensitive perspective
(Harding, 1987).

3.2 Research Context

This research examines the cultural and historical aspects of female shamanic practices in
Gilgit-Baltistan, with a particular focus on the perspectives of contemporary shamans. The
region is renowned for its mountainous scenery; however, it gained international attention
due to its ‘disputed political status’ and mesmerising beauty. It is one of the most
transformative areas in Pakistan, driven by economic activities such as the China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC) and a burgeoning tourism industry. These regional
developments have led to significant religiopolitical and cultural shifts since establishing the
Karakorum Highway (KKH) in 1978.

For this study, the Hunza and Nagar valleys of Gilgit-Baltistan were chosen due to their
deep-rooted spiritual traditions, changing geopolitical backdrop, the interplay of historical
narratives with current influences, and the researcher's connection to the region. Moreover,
shamanism has been practised in this region since ancient times. Gilgit-Baltistan provides a
unique and historically rich setting for studying female shamanism, yet this aspect of the
region’s spiritual traditions remains largely understudied. The sociocultural landscape of the
Hunza and Nagar Valleys, shaped by centuries of indigenous beliefs and practices, has
undergone significant transformation due to colonisation, nationalisation, Islamisation and
modernisation. These forces have contributed to marginalising ancient shamanistic
traditions, weakening the community’s intangible heritage. Despite the continued presence
of shamanic practices, scholarly research has largely overlooked how these shifts have
specifically impacted female shamans, leaving a critical gap in understanding their evolving

role.

Additionally, the perspectives of both male and female shamans on the changes within
female shamanistic activities remain undocumented, further limiting awareness of this

transformation. By focusing on these two valleys, the study intends to situate shamanic
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behaviours in broader religious, political, and gendered contexts. The research seeks to
address these gaps within this dynamic cultural and historical context, offering insight into
the resilience, adaptation, and transformation of female shamanism amid rapid societal

change.

3.3 Research Sample and Data Sources

The data for this study were collected in May 2025, using purposive sampling, where the
researcher intentionally selected a ‘representative’ unit from a group to include in the
sample, to fulfil research objectives (Lohr, 2021: 6). This strategy was applied to identify
and engage participants, who possess in-depth knowledge and lived experiences related to
shamanic practices. Seven participants, both male and female, bitayu from the Hunza and
Nagar valleys of Gilgit-Baltistan, formed the final research sample. They represented
diversity of age groups, occupations, and different spiritual affiliations. This sample size was
determined on the principle of data saturation, ensuring the collected data provided
comprehensive thematic coverage and meaningful insights without redundancy. Given the
study's exploratory nature, snowball sampling was employed to reach individuals who are
not easily identifiable through formal networks. These informal referrals enriched the study
by revealing voices deeply embedded in traditional traditions.

Participants were selected based on their willingness to share personal narratives, historical
memories, and perspectives on societal transformations that have impacted female
shamanism. Furthermore, the interview guide was crafted carefully to align with the
research’s core questions, yet it served as a compass rather than a script. Rooted in the
study’s objectives, such as understanding the factors impacting gendered shamanic roles, the
questionnaire provided a loose framework, inviting participants to steer conversations
toward what felt most meaningful to them. While themes like historical change or cultural
preservation anchored the dialogue, the rhythm of each interview flowed organically,
allowing pauses for reflection, refractions into personal anecdotes, or moments where a
shaman might lean in and say, “Let me explain it this way.” This flexibility allowed the
interviews to become co-created narratives, shaped not just by questions but by pauses,
storytelling and emotional cadence. The questionnaire was a guiding tool to revisit key
topics, like ritual adaptations and community perceptions. Ultimately, the participants’

voices directed the rhythm and content of the discussion.
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3.4 Sample Characteristics and Size

Gilgit-Baltistan comprises fourteen districts with diverse cultural and linguistic
backgrounds. This study focused specifically on the Hunza®* and Nagar valleys due to their
cultural significance, accessibility, as well as the researcher's fluency in the local language.
This linguistic competence facilitated effective communication, fostered organic discussions
during interviews, and ensured accurate transcription. Consequently, it allowed participants’

narratives to be captured with greater depth and authenticity.

The interview sessions ranged from approximately 60 to 90 minutes, which were conducted
in the local mother tongue (Burushaski) and Urdu, both widely spoken and understood by
all participants and later transcribed into English. A bilingual questionnaire® was developed
in both English and Urdu and served as a guiding tool aligned with research objectives. To
preserve local expressions, spiritual terminology, and cultural nuances, many of which lack
direct English equivalents, the interviews were audio-recorded and initially transcribed in
Urdu. English translations were carried out after consulting local cultural experts, who
helped ensure conceptual clarity and contextual accuracy. For this purpose, three local
experts (two historians and one anthropologist) were consulted through in-depth discussions
to help preserve the integrity of cultural meanings and terminologies.

3.5 Ethical Considerations

Ethical issues are crucial in any form of study. Fundamental principles include respecting
participants' rights, acquiring informed consent, and maintaining anonymity, while further
concerns include data privacy, algorithmic bias, and transparency (Ajemba & Arene, 2022;
Dubey et al., 2024). This study adhered to established ethical guidelines to protect the rights
and well-being of participants. Prior to data collection, ethical approval was sought from the
University to ensure compliance with research ethics standards. For this research,

participants were provided with detailed information about the research's purpose,

32 It is important to highlight that this sample did not encompass Upper Hunza (Gojal), where this tradition is
not practised.

33 Several participants requested to review the questionnaire beforehand, which allowed them to identify
aspects of the research they were unwilling to discuss. For example, Bitan 7 (female) and Bitan 1 (Male)
expressed their concern upfront about engaging with the religious dimensions of the study in detail. This
highlighted the sensitivity of the topic and the importance of allowing participants to set clear boundaries
before the interview.
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methodology, and rights, ensuring voluntary participation. To protect participants’ identities
and to safeguard participants' anonymity, codes [Bitan 1, Bitan 2, etc] are assigned, and all
personal identifiers were removed from the final research output. During data collection,
special care was taken to respect participants’ cultural beliefs and traditions, and sensitive
and conflicting questions were avoided. If a respondent wishes to withdraw from the
interview at any point, their decision will be fully respected, and the interview will be
immediately stopped. Additionally, all recorded audio and transcripts remained strictly
confidential and were not shared with any third party, ensuring compliance with copyright

laws and protecting their privacy.

Furthermore, the study adhered to the principles of reciprocity and cultural respect,
guaranteeing that the results have a significant impact on the communities involved.
Furthermore, reflexivity is not just a methodological element but an integral part of rigorous
research, ensuring transparency and the quality of the research inquiry. As Kralik (2005)
argues, reflexivity compels researchers to critically engage with their role and position in
their work by allowing them to acknowledge how biases shape the process. Further
emphasised by Primeau (2003), reflexivity addresses researcher subjectivity, revealing the
extent to which personal bias influences data collection, analysis, and interpretation. Also,
Berger (2013) noted that researchers’ social position, personal experiences and beliefs
inevitably shape their engagement with the subject matter, creating both opportunities for
deeper insights and challenges in maintaining analytical distance. In this, the researcher, who
is from the Hunza Valley and has deep ties to the region, engaged in constant critical
reflection throughout the study process to minimise any biases. The study aimed to provide
an in-depth understanding of female shamanic practices while maintaining scholarly rigour
and ethical integrity by contextualising the participants' narratives within the region's

broader socio-historical, religious, political, and gendered contexts.

3.6 Data Collection Methods

This study used a qualitative exploratory methodology to investigate shamanic practices
through audio-recorded interviews on online platforms. Participants were contacted through
phone calls, and interviews were conducted using Zoom and phone calls. The decision to
use this strategy was primarily prompted by financial constraints that made field trips
impractical. Furthermore, the study site's remote location created substantial logistical

obstacles, including time limits. Furthermore, the possibility of political instability inside the
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nation created worries regarding researchers' security and timely return to the UK. These
factors collectively required an alternative approach to remote data collection. Additionally,
one audio recording was conducted with the assistance of a key informant due to the recent
India-Pakistan conflict** which resulted in limited internet access in some areas. Moreover,
this was done to ensure inclusion and broader representation in data collection. To enrich
the analysis, a thick description (Geertz, 1973) was prioritised, while contextual details, such

as tone, pauses, and cultural references, were noted to enhance the analysis.

3.7 Data Analysis Methods

This study employed a thematic analysis (TA) approach to systematically examine and
interpret the collected data. Thematic analysis is widely used in qualitative research for
identifying and analysing patterns within data, offering flexibility across different research
paradigms (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The process involves familiarisation with the data,
coding, and developing overarching themes (Dawadi, 2020). Given the exploratory nature
of this study, NVivo 14 software was used to assist in coding and organising the data. This
allowed for deeper immersion in the data and a more reflexive engagement with participants’
lived experiences. The analysis began by sitting with the voices of the shaman; listening, not
just to their words, but to the pauses, the laughter, and the unspoken tensions that lingered

in their stories.

3.8 Validity and Reliability

Several techniques were implemented to ensure the study's validity and reliability. This
included cross-checking and discussion on interview summaries with two local historians
and a cultural anthropologist. This was done before thematic analysis, using the translated
transcripts to confirm contextual accuracy and capture subtle interpretation. Moreover,
triangulation of data sources (Erickson, 2017), including oral accounts from shamans,
historical records, and anthropological literature, produced layered insights that helped to
validate claims, such as how religious influence gradually altered female initiation rituals.
Thick descriptions helped to translate local cultural elements into rich, contextual narratives,
bridging cultural phenomena and external scholarly understanding (Geertz, 1973;

Descombes & Smith, 2002; Jorgensen, 2009). Despite its extensive use, some researchers

34 More details can be found on (Wikipedia, 2025).
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question the uncritical application, notably in educational research (Jorgensen, 2009). Thick
description was a helpful tool for this research to capture cultural variation, deepen
qualitative research, and facilitate peer debriefing with professionals familiar with Gilgit-
Baltistan's cultural landscape, which pushed assumptions and refined interpretations.
Reflexivity was practised through journaling, which served to critically examine and
mitigate biases by addressing the researcher’s personality, gender, and academic lens. These
journals documented moments of interpretative uncertainty, gendered interactions during
interviews, and ongoing reflections on power dynamics between the researcher and
participants. By striking a balance between ethical sensitivity and meticulous procedure,
these methods ensured the study's compliance with standards for qualitative research.

3.9 Limitations and Delimitations

This study acknowledges several limitations of the research, which relied on conducting
online interviews and recording audio interviews with the assistance of a proxy interviewer,
due to various issues, including budgetary constraints for an in-person field visit. However,
this approach has several drawbacks, including its reliance on virtual contact. It may have
made it more challenging to establish a close relationship with participants and gather the
nonverbal cues necessary for qualitative research. Additionally, participants were contacted
via online connection due to the geographical distance and restricted internet access in some
areas of the Nagar and Hunza valleys. The quality and regularity of the interviews were
affected by these issues with internet access, which may have resulted in data gaps. Because
interpretations or technical problems might change the accuracy of collected data, using

intermediaries in audio recordings increases the risk of bias.

Furthermore, the absence of direct, in-person observations limited the researcher's capacity
to completely immerse themselves in the cultural and environmental context of the shamanic
rites. Moreover, the study's broad generalisability is limited by the specificity and depth of
the description, which may limit its application outside the environment under examination.
Qualitative research, on the other hand, places more emphasis on transferability than
generalisability, enabling results to be used in comparable contexts rather than universally.
Several boundaries were intentionally established in this study to ensure a focused and
comprehensive investigation of shamanic techniques. Participants from the Hunza and
Nagar valleys are carefully examined in this study, which restricted its reach to specific
cultural and geographic settings while enabling a deep, localised knowledge. Furthermore,
the research purposefully excluded additional ethnographic techniques, such as extended
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field observation, in favour of audio-recorded interviews and internet sources. This method
places more emphasis on transferability than generalisability; thus, while the results were
not intended for broad application, they could provide insightful information for comparable
cultural or scientific contexts. These guidelines guaranteed a thorough, context-driven

examination of shamanic traditions while preserving methodological consistency.

In the context of delimitations, the study purposefully excluded wider regional comparisons
in favour of concentrating on the Hunza and Nagar Valleys due to their distinctive cultures
and the researcher's convenient access. Participants were limited to shamans/bitayu with at
least ten years of experience to promote experiential depth, which may have marginalised
voices. Being open about these limitations and bounds highlights the study's rigour and

encourages further research to broaden its focus.

3.10 Conclusion

This study examined the subjective opinions of shamans (bitayu) in the Nagar and Hunza
valleys regarding the evolution of female shamanistic rituals in the area, employing a
qualitative exploratory approach. Online interviews (via Zoom or phone) were used to
collect the primary data, and audio recordings were added with help from friends and family
to reach participants with poor internet connections. In order to find recurrent patterns and
essential themes, the gathered data were processed using thematic analysis, beginning with
familiarisation and open coding, and supported by NVivo software for systematic
organisation and coding of the data. Academic literature was added to this data to analyse
significant historical turning points in the area, track changes, and evaluate their impact on
local culture. The research provided a thorough understanding of how these elements have
impacted cultural transitions over time, with a special focus on the consequences of
development, political changes, and religious influences. This method upheld strict ethical
norms while facilitating a profound and reflective engagement with the material, placing
participant narratives within larger socio-historical, religious, political, and gendered

contexts.
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Chapter 4 Findings

This chapter presents the core findings from interviews with male and female bitayu
(shamans) in the Hunza and Nagar valleys of Gilgit-Baltistan. The data collected through
semi-structured interviews were analysed using thematic analysis outlined in the
Methodology chapter. The interview data are interpreted through a thematic lens to answer
the two research questions: exploring the factors impacting female shamanic practices and
discussing the transformation and strategies to support their safeguard and preservation.
Thematic coding was guided by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework and supported by
Geertz’s (1973) concept of thick description, which aimed to retain the cultural and

emotional depth of the data.

The chapter is organised around emerging themes that speak to the transformation,
marginalisation, and education for safeguarding female shamanism in the region. Verbatim
quotes are used frequently to keep the shamans' voices at the core of this study, offering
tangible evidence for the interpretations and synthesis presented. During interviews, a wide
range of findings emerged from rich discussions, including shamanic cosmology, healing
techniques, the experience of receiving the first call, and states of ecstasy. However, this
chapter focuses on the most relevant themes aligned with the study’s aims and objectives.
The insights presented in this research prioritised the factors influencing the transmission of
shamanic knowledge, particularly female shamanism, and the educational and cultural

strategies that support its preservation. The following are defined core themes:
1. Factors Impacting Gendered Shamanic Practices in Gilgit-Baltistan.

e Social Stigma, Modesty (Pardah), and Shifting Public Perceptions.
e Familial Resistance and Patriarchal Authority.

e Economic Pressures and the Monetisation of Ritual.

2. The Influence of Islamisation and Modernity.

Islamisation as a Boundary Marker: Faith, Permission, and Respectability.

Influence of Modernisation: Education, Healthcare, and Migration.

Perceptions of Change in Female Shamanism and Strategies for Preservation.

Narratives of Decline vs. Transformation and Resilience.
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e The Indispensability of Shamanic Roles and the Need for Preservation.

4.1 Factors Impacting Gendered Shamanic Practices in Gilgit-
Baltistan

The interviews discover a complex interplay of socio-cultural, modernity, and religious
factors collectively reshaping the landscape of female shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan. While
some traditional aspects persist, new challenges and perceptions significantly impact

women's ability and willingness to practice.

4.1.1 Social Stigma, Modesty (Pardah), and Shifting Public Perceptions

A recurrent theme, particularly emphasised by all-male bitayu, is the societal unease
surrounding female public performance in shamanic rituals. An elderly shaman from Nagar
Bitan 1 (Male) acknowledged that while core practices may not have altered, societal
readiness to accept female bitayu remains limited:

“Our society is still not ready to accept female bitayu. Not happily, at least, but

eventually, we will have to accept them out of necessity.” (Bitan 1, 2025)

This "necessity™ hints that despite resistance, there is an underlying communal reliance on
female shamans to fulfil societal needs, yet it is a reluctant acceptance, tempered by
prevailing gender norms. This pervasive social stigma surrounding female public
performance, especially in the Chatti-tukki® ritual, central to becoming a bitan, which
involves ecstatic movements and dance (giratas), often clashes with prevailing gender norms
tied to transgressing local norms of female modesty (pardah). These norms frame public
ritual performance by women as morally questionable. A young female, Bitan 5% (Nagar),
starkly articulated the intense backlash she faced from her community due to her father’s

religious status:

"[Because] my father is a Sheikh, people talked: 'How can a Sheikh make his
daughter dance?'... [A neighbour woman even gossiped], saying: "This Sheikh

35 Chatti or Chatto or Chatti tukki is a ritual where a shaman dances in public and drinks the blood of a freshly
sacrificed goat’s head.

% Bitan 5, a 25-year-old female shaman originally from Nagar, relocated to Iran after marriage. Due to this
shift in circumstances, she is currently unable to continue her shamanic practice.
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lets his daughter dance.' After the ritual, those same people came to me for help.”
(Bitan 5, 2025)

Her testimony underscores not only the psychological burden of such criticism but also the
paradox of public reliance on female shamans despite their social delegitimisation. Her
experience highlights the immense pressure faced by women whose spiritual calling
necessitates public ritual. This pressure is amplified when the family holds a respected
religious status, such as that of a Sheikh (a religious scholar). However, she subsequently

defended against a gossiping neighbour.

“I did not do this for fun or men. I was in pain. You go to doctors without

worrying if they’re male or female. Why judge me?" (Bitan 5, 2025)

This robust defence exposes the gendered double standard and the delegitimisation of female
spiritual suffering and agency when it transgresses cultural norms of modesty (pardah). The
phrase What will people say? emerged repeatedly across interviews as a boundary-setting
mechanism used to limit women, encapsulating the power of public opinion in policing
female behaviour. A male voice further confirms this pressure. An adult practitioner from

Nagar, Bitan 3%, observed:

"Our culture does not approve of this for women, fearing it would compromise
their modesty (sharam). Because of such concerns, there are efforts to eliminate
female participation in this tradition.” (Bitan 3, 2025)

Another male bitan added:

"It is difficult for women to continue because of issues around modesty (sharam)
and immodesty (bepardagi). I do not prefer to go into details about this.” (Bitan
2, 2025)

Here, sharam (a sense of shame or modesty) and bepardagi (immodesty or unveiling) are
closely linked to the broader cultural concept of pardah or seclusion. Both terms collectively

represent the cultural framework that functions as cultural enforcement of policing not only

37 Bitan 3, a 32-year-old male shaman from Nagar, combines his shamanic duties with farming. Holding a
Master’s degree in Environmental Studies.
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women’s bodily expressions but also their spiritual legitimacy. These social expectations of
sharam and bepardagi add another layer to pardah (practice of veiling or seclusion) by

emphasising modesty, decency, and acceptable female conduct.

The historical shift in this perception is highlighted by an elder practising shaman from

Hunza, Bitan 4 (Hunza, Male), who noted,

"People often consider it shameful for a woman to become a bitan. In ancient
times, these ceremonies were celebrated and respected by the community. Now,
people think it’s inappropriate. Because women let their hair open (ugoyang jal)

and perform in public, it’s seen as immodest or disrespectful." (Bitan 4, 2025)

The shift from celebrated and respected to inappropriate signals a significant transformation
in public perception, directly impacting the viability of female shamanism. This suggests a
broader social transformation where traditional rituals, once public and revered, are now

viewed through a moralising lens shaped by the modern interpretation of religious propriety.

Another case, recounted by Bitan 6 (male) from Hunza, demonstrates the role of male
gatekeepers in shaping perceptions of female authenticity. During the time of Hunza’s last

Tham (ruler), his father was sent to verify a woman’s authenticity:

“When she realised he was a real bitan, she stopped performing and apologised,

saying she was only doing it to earn some money.” (Bitan 6, 2025)

This anecdote reflects a lingering suspicion that female shamans are often perceived as
inauthentic unless sanctioned by male spiritual authorities. Such narratives depict how
patriarchal gatekeeping not only challenges the legitimacy of female shamans but also

inhibits the intergenerational transmission of this intangible heritage.

4.1.2 Familial Resistance and Patriarchal Authority

In addition to broader societal stigma, direct familial opposition, often shaped by patriarchal
authority and concerns for family honour, presents a significant barrier for aspiring female

shamans. A young and educated female shaman, Bitan 5, provides a stark account of this:
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"My father... strongly refused at first, even saying he would not care if | died.
He could not risk his honour.” (Bitan 5, 2025)

This powerful testimony reveals how deeply patriarchal values, intertwined with religious
standing and social honour, can intersect to block female spiritual agency. The father’s
concern for his reputation (honour) outweighs, at least initially, his concern for his daughter's
suffering and spiritual calling. In contrast, all male participants often reflect on their practice
with pride and legitimacy, rarely mentioning this challenge. Hence, it can be observed that
the internal family dynamic reinforces the marginalisation of female bitayu, even when their
spiritual affliction is evident. This asymmetry shows how gender operates as a gatekeeping

mechanism within the domestic context, reinforcing broader structural marginalisation.

Even after the intervention of her maternal uncle, Bitan 5’s father continued to distance

himself from her shamanic practice:

"Eventually, my father agreed, but during the 7-day ceremony, he would leave
the house. He never stayed to witness it. That was a deeply painful time for me."
(Bitan 5, 2025)

This account illustrates the emotional cost and the significance of kinship alternatives in
enabling female participation. In this case, her maternal uncle was a crucial ally in navigating
restrictive family dynamics. This familial resistance is not limited to fathers. Another
educated young participant, Bitan 2 (Male), who happens to be a teacher by profession, noted
that many parents, especially today, discourage their children, particularly daughters, from

becoming bitan due to the physical toll of the role:

“Many parents today do not want their children to become bitan...because of the
physical suffering it involves. They do not want their children to go through that
pain.” (Bitan 2, 2025)

Although framed as a general concern, this attitude is more consequential for the daughter,
who faced heightened scrutiny and expectations around modesty and obedience. Further,
Bitan 5 shared that her elder sister had to abandon her bitan path after marriage due to the
demands of caring for young children and the implied disapproval of her in-laws. Their
grandmother had also been denied access to the ritual and was instead exorcised

(muphusam), suggesting a broader trend of female spiritual repression within domestic and
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marital hierarchies. These examples highlighted how patriarchal family structures not only

shape but also often sever the transmission of the female shamanic knowledge.

4.1.3 Economic Pressures and the Monetisation of Ritual

All participants consistently highlighted economic pressures as a key factor shaping the
current and future landscape of shamanic practices in Gilgit-Baltistan. The growing
monetisation of rituals was viewed both as a source of livelihood and a barrier to inclusion,
particularly for women and lower-income community members. This dual role underscores
how economic factors intersect with gender and class, influencing who can access, practice,
or preserve these traditions. As such, the economic dimension is not simply a backdrop to
shifts in shamanism, but it is a core driver, shaping decisions, perceptions, and practices

across generations.

For some practitioners, particularly men, shamanism offers a viable source of income, as

Bitan 3 (Male, Nagar), who is a farmer, notes:

"It is also a good source of income.” (Bitan 3, 2025)

Similarly, Bitan 4 (Male, Hunza), who adopted this as his primary source of income to

support his household:

"This skill helped me support my family... This was my source of income."
(Bitan 4, 2025)

However, this shift towards monetisation is not without criticism. A senior practitioner,

Bitan 1 (Male, Nagar), laments this transformation and views it as a loss of earlier values:

"Today's bitayu often perform for monetary gain, whereas in the past,
practitioners were more open-hearted and did not focus on earning from it.”
(Bitan 1, 2025)

This transformation has broader implications. As rituals become commodified, they
can become inaccessible to economically disadvantaged villagers. Bitan 5 (Female,

Nagar) points out this disparity:
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"Bitayu charge a lot for rituals, and most villagers cannot afford it." (Bitan 5,
2025)

Both family ethics and personal experience guided her commitment to offer services without

charges:

"I have conducted the ritual for a few girls and never charged. | have suffered
myself; [ understand.... My father instructed me never to take money.” (Bitan 5,

2025)

This shows a contrasting ethos, based on empathy and shared responsibility, that pushes back
against growing commercialisation. While some male practitioners benefit from this
economic shift, women often lack financial independence and face greater scrutiny around
the exchange of money, particularly within conservative households, where female income
is either controlled or viewed suspiciously. Furthermore, monetisation can exacerbate
gendered access, affecting women both as clients and aspiring shamans. Women from
lower-income families may be unable to afford essential initiation ceremonies such as the
chatti-tukki, or face resistance from families unwilling to invest in what they perceive as a
stigmatised practice. This adds a classed layer to the gendered barriers already documented,

reinforcing unequal access to spiritual authority and participation.

4.2 The Influence of Islamisation and Modernity

The interview data showed a complex interplay between shamanic traditions, the growing
influence of orthodox or reformist Islam (Islamisation), and the multifaceted processes of
modernity (education, migration, development), emerging as a crucial area of negotiation

and contestation.

4.2.1 Islamisation as a Boundary Marker: Faith, Permission, and
Respectability

Addressing the influence of Islam on local shamanic traditions was a critical and sensitive
aspect of this research. In Gilgit-Baltistan, cultural norms are deeply intertwined with
Islamic social frameworks, particularly concerning female pardah or gender segregation.
Therefore, the relationship between shamanic practices and Islam is portrayed with some

variance by the bitayu.



Several male practitioners emphasised the compatibility of their work with their
Islamic faith, as permitted by local religious leaders. For instance, Bitan 1 (Male,

Nagar) asserted:

"Our faith does not contradict our practices. Local religious scholars and sheikhs

(clerics) have permitted us to carry out our duties." (Bitan 1, 2025)

Similarly, Bitan 2 (Male, Nagar) stated:

"As far as | believe, religion has not impacted our practices. Our local sheikhs

have never forbidden us. We practice in our way." (Bitan 2, 2025)

Bitan 3 (Male) also notes:

"My pariting are Shia... Hindu pariting, on the other hand, would not ask about
religious matters... Their religion does not affect the bitan’s faith.” (Bitan 3,
2025)

At the same time, he also acknowledged that fairies (pariting) expect him to uphold

Islamic rituals:

“They often ask me religious questions about the kalima, names of Imams, and
so on. They are punctual about their prayer and expect me to follow it t0o.”
(Bitan 3, 2025)

40

This duality illustrates a lived syncretism where local practitioner perceives their work as

compatible with dominant religious expectations, often through conscious efforts to reframe

their practices within an Islamic ethos. Interestingly, two practitioners during the interview

recited some verses from the Holy Quran to describe it as something aligned with the Islamic

faith.

Yet, this religious accommodation is not equally accessible across gender lines. Bitan 5

revealed how Islamisation intersects with gender and public respectability. As the daughter

of a sheikh (religious leader), she faced intense scrutiny and internal resistance: "My father

is a Sheikh in Nagar and does not believe in these things... "What will people say if a Sheikh

plays music and allows dance in his home?" (Bitan 5, 2025)
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In this case, religion operates less as theological disapproval and more as a symbolic
framework that enforces respectability and reinforces gendered boundaries. Here, the
concern is less about doctrinal incompatibility and more about maintaining a sheikh's
respectable Islamic identity in the public perception. This highlights how various
interpretations of Islam, and its sociocultural implications, can differ significantly,
particularly along gender lines, creating boundaries that enable certain forms of shamanism

while disabling others, especially for women associated with figures of religious authority.

These dynamics were aptly summarised in a discussion with Salma Khan3® (Hunza), a local
female anthropologist, who has served for more than seven years in the studies of shamanism
in Gilgit-Baltistan. She highlighted a significant and multidimensional view of the impact of

Islam on local traditions, such as female shamanism. She quoted:

"The interaction between Islamic thought and established local traditions like
female shamanism is a dynamic and often contested process. In areas where
Islam is perceived as an encompassing cultural system, not just a religion, there
has been a noticeable push to either replace or significantly alter ancient
practices deemed ‘un-Islamic." This has led, in some instances, to shamanic
traditions being reframed or presented by current practitioners through an
Islamic lens, reflecting the influence of dominant religious ideologies. We must
not forget that these traditions are centuries old, predating the Islamic presence.
While their adaptability is a testament to their cultural significance in some
regions, they are simultaneously threatened. This erosion is driven not only by
religious reinterpretation but also by developmental pressures and a Western-
centric view that can marginalise indigenous cultures by labelling them primitive

and superstitious.” (Khan, 2025)

Khan’s commentary aligns with Kuper's (1988) and Berkes's (2012) critiques. Kuper
exposed how Western anthropologists constructed the concept of the ‘primitive’ to position
non-Western societies as inferior and static. At the same time, Berkes underscored the
adaptive, place-based knowledge systems embedded in traditional ecological practices,

which are frequently marginalised by modern scientific or development discourses. These

38 Salma Khan is one of the experts in Shamanism in the context of Gilgit-Baltistan. She was consulted to
cross-check the local terminologies and concepts.
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insights underscore how both Islamisation and modernity can marginalise practices like
female shamanism, despite their deep cultural and spiritual roots.

4.2.2 Influence of Modernisation: Education, Healthcare, and
Migration

The encroachment of modern institutions, such as formal education, healthcare, and
economic migration, introduced additional complexities in the transmission of female
shamanic knowledge. These elements reshaped attitudes, values, and access to ritual
practices for women.

A 68-year-old senior shaman noted the impact of these changes:

“Modern changes like education and migration have certainly influenced female
shamans. Many are reluctant to accept this knowledge unless they feel confident

in it, which prevents them from taking up this role.” (Bitan 1, 2025)

His statement suggests that modern education might foster a scepticism or a shift in an
epistemological framework, whereby shamanic knowledge is seen as incompatible with
dominant rationalist worldviews. This hesitation, particularly among women, reflects the
internalisation of modern discourses that privilege scientific knowledge over embodied or
spiritual knowing. According to him, the availability of biomedical healthcare, however, had

not necessarily replaced the need for traditional healing:

“The development of hospitals has not lessened the need for shamanic practices.

This tradition has always been a societal necessity.” (Bitan 1, 2025)

While a younger practitioner from Nagar elaborated on this differentiated role:

“People do not come to us for every illness; if I am unwell, I go to the hospital
myself. But people come to us with other issues: someone has done black magic,
their work is stuck, or they cannot marry the person they love, things like that.”
(Bitan 2, Male, Nagar)

These statements indicate a functional co-existence, where shamanism addresses afflictions

perceived to be outside the purview of biomedicine, particularly issues of spiritual affliction,
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misfortune, or interpersonal disruption. However, a senior practising shaman observed a

broader attitudinal shift linked to socio-economic changes:

"Development... brought opportunities, money and worries. All this changed
people’s attitudes." (Bitan 4, 2025)

He further added:

“Younger generations still come to me seeking help, but the level of faith people

used to have is no longer there”

These reflections highlight how development may displace or dilute traditional belief

systems, not through direct opposition but by reshaping priorities and forms of trust.

A particularly significant concern voiced across interviews was the increased preference for
exorcism (uphusas) or to discontinue the shamanic 'call’ or serving as bitan. As Bitan 4
underscores this perceived erosion, “These days, when women show signs of influence,

families often opt for exorcism (muphoshan).” (Bitan 4, 2025)

This decision often stems from two primary concerns. First, the signs of shamanic calling,
like trance, pain, and visions, are usually misread as symptoms of mental illness, especially
in educated or urbanising contexts. While this shift indicates a growing awareness of
psychological health, it also signals the lack of understanding of culturally embedded
spiritual calling. All participants shared stories of their parents, or people they knew,
choosing exorcism (Uphushan) instead of adopting a spiritual path.

The second major factor is framed as acts of protection. Parents and guardians fear the
physical pain and social costs associated with the calling. Common symptoms mentioned by
participants include 'body pain,’ ‘headaches, and general affliction, which they described as
a 'deeply painful' (takleefda) process. These experiences are often interpreted as illness or
possession, leading many families to pursue exorcism (uphusas) as a remedy. In this context,
exorcism is viewed as a protective measure designed to alleviate suffering and restore
normalcy. However, some participants challenged this approach. Bitan 4 reflected:

‘...exorcism is not always the right solution (ophusas showa api).” (Bitan 4, 2025).
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This perspective points to the unintended consequences of treading spiritual calling as a
pathology. At the same time, exorcism may offer relief or social acceptability, but it often
functions as a mechanism to silence or suppress a legitimate spiritual experience, especially
for women. These factors demonstrate how modernisation operates not only through
institutions like schools and hospitals, but also through shifting perceptions of illness,
authority, and gender. Female shamanism becomes increasingly challenging to sustain in
contexts where families equate ritual calling with madness or shame, and where healing is

monetised or displaced.

4.3 Perceptions of Change in Female Shamanism and Strategies
for Preservation

Despite the numerous challenges, the interviewees offer nuanced perspectives on the state
of female shamanism, ranging from observations of decline to assertions of its enduring
necessity and adaptability. They also implicitly and explicitly suggest strategies for its

preservation.

4.3.1 Narratives of Decline vs. Transformation and Resilience

While there is a broad consensus among the bitayu that the number of practising female

shamans has declined, interpretations of this trend vary. As one adult male asserted:

“In my opinion, the number of female bitayu has decreased, but they still exist,
just fewer than before” (Bitan 2, 2025)

Similarly, Bitan 1 noted, “There are women who still practice today, but very few.”
(Bitan 1, 2025).

In contrast, a senior shaman from Hunza offered a more inclusive account:

“There are no female bitayu left in our region—it has ended. Only the spiritual

presence of miraculous ladies (sir-e-gus) remains.” (Bitan 4, 2025)

This rise in the tragic cases of ‘sir-e-gus’ suggests a strategic form of adaptability, societal
acceptance, and females’ preference for the miraculous one instead of bitayu, as a tool to

maintain a spiritual role in society. It also signals the emotional distress faced by many
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women whose callings are unsupported or actively suppressed, mainly because of pressure
from family and society.

However, not all participants see this transformation as evidence of decline. Bitan 1 (Male,

Nagar) offers a counterargument:

“The core practices of dayal® have not changed; what has changed is the

authenticity and sincerity of those who now claim to be practitioners.” (Bitan 1,
2025)

This critique points to a crisis of legitimacy and authenticity, rather than is not the
disappearance of the practice itself. The concern over ‘fake and insincere individuals’

entering the field was echoed by others:

“There are now many more fake bitan than there used to be” (Bitan 4, 2025)

In contrast, female bitayu, like Bitan 5 and 7, demonstrated resilience through adaptation.
Bitan 5 recounted that her Chatti-tukki was co-led by a male bitan and included recorded
music instead of live male musicians to maintain pardah, demonstrating a pragmatic
negotiation with patriarchal norms to enable her practice. Such acts of "making do™ are a

powerful way to preserve tradition in a modified form.

4.3.2 The Indispensability of Shamanic Roles and the Need for

Preservation

Despite declining participation and challenging perceptions, all interviewed bitayu affirmed
the ongoing societal need for shamanic practices. As previously noted by Bitan 1, these
traditions are deeply rooted in social life and continue to serve important cultural and
spiritual functions. Similarly, Bitan 3 described these traditions as a ‘source of traditional
wisdom’ and emphasised ‘the role of a shaman is central to our society, and it will always

be needed’ (Bitan 3, 2025).

% Dayal is a Shina language term for shaman, while bitan is used in the Burushaski language.
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Importantly, participants not only underscored the value of these practices but also offered
pathways for their preservation, particularly amid concerns about decline and

misrepresentation.

Explicit strategies for preservation emerged from the interviews:

. Familial Support: Several respondents highlighted the role of family, especially in
recognising and supporting the complex initiation process. As Bitan 2 put it, “Parents should
understand its value and support their children through the initial suffering.... instead of

suppressing it, as is often done” (Bitan 2, 2025).

. Mentorship and Authentic Transmission: The concerns about legitimacy emerged
repeatedly. Bitan 1 warned against the rise of ‘fake and insincere individuals’ while Bitan 4
shared that efforts to train new bitan had faltered due to a lack of discipline among youth.

These accounts suggest a pressing need for guided mentorship rooted in ethical transmission.

. Ethical Practice and Access: Female participants especially stressed the importance
of non-monetised practices. Bitan 5, for instance, explained her choice to offer services
freely as a personal commitment. By not charging, she presents an alternative model that
could make shamanic help more accessible and potentially revive a sense of ‘open-

heartedness.’

. Documentation and Recognition: Another strategy highlighted was the need for
documentation. As Bitan 3 suggests, a modern approach: “the first thing we must do is
encourage those individuals who have been affected by the bitan call. They are the primary
source of continuity. Secondly, it should be documented in historical literature” (Bitan 3,
2025). This call for documentation and the valuing of practitioners aligns with global
heritage preservation frameworks such as UNESCO’s (2003) safeguarding principles for

intangible cultural heritage.

. Adherence to Proper Protocols (SOPs): Finally, emphasis was placed on
respecting the internal ethics of the practice. Bitan 2 (Nagar) urged that °.... just like we
respect doctors, khalifa or religious scholars in our society, bitanyu deserve that same
respect... So, all these aspects must be taken seriously” (Bitan 2, 2025) This is about

maintaining the integrity and perceived efficacy of the practice.
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These strategies reflect resilience and cultural creativity in preserving female shamanism
amidst shifting religious, social, and economic pressures. They signal a desire to pass down
the practice responsibly without diluting its essence, while ensuring it remains accessible,

ethical, and meaningful in a rapidly changing world.

4.4 Conclusion

This chapter presented the findings from in-depth interviews with the bitayu in Hunza and
Nagar valleys, organised thematically around the research questions. The narratives reveal
that female shamanic practices are impacted by several factors. These include social stigma
tied to modesty and public performance, significant familial resistance rooted in patriarchal
authority, and economic pressures that both enable and restrict practice. Additionally, the
transformative influences of modernisation, including education and healthcare
development, also play a significant role. Despite a general perception of a decline in the
number of female shamans, the bitayu articulate a strong belief in the enduring societal
necessity of their traditions and highlight strategies for preservation. These include fostering
familial support, ensuring the authentic transmission of knowledge and discipline,
documenting the tradition, and maintaining ethical practice. One of the key reasons for the
continuity of shamanism is often seen as its compatibility and integration into local Islamic
beliefs. Spirits are sometimes described as religious and observant. Although female
shamans face many challenges, including social pressure around modesty and male and
patriarchal control, their voices also reflect resilience, adaptability and a deep commitment
to their spiritual path.
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Chapter 5  Discussion

This chapter moves from the presentation of findings to an in-depth interpretation and
synthesis, aiming to unpack the complex dynamics that shape female shamanism in Gilgit-
Baltistan. The preceding chapter outlined the empirical landscape through the voices of the
bitayu themselves, detailing the multifaceted factors that influence their practices and
perceptions of change and preservation. Here, the task is to weave those insights into a
broader analytical tapestry, engaging critically with the study’s research questions, the
existing literature reviewed earlier, and the multi-theoretical conceptual frameworks. This
includes Barth's Ethnic Boundary Theory, Feminist Anthropology, and UNESCO's
Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) framework that has guided this inquiry.

The discussion proceeds by first examining the emergent patterns and themes from the
findings, particularly the interplay of social stigma, patriarchal control, economic pressures,
and the influence of Islamisation and modernity on female shamanic roles. A second layer
of analysis will then situate these empirical realities within existing scholarly debates,
exploring how the literature corresponds with, contradicts, or deepens our interpretation of
the lived experiences of shamans in Gilgit-Baltistan. Throughout this process, issues of
trustworthiness and credibility, inherent in qualitative exploratory research, will be
addressed, particularly in relation to remote data collection methods and the interpretation
of complex, culturally embedded narratives. Finally, the discussion revisits the study's
limitations and considers the potential transferability of its findings to broader populations
or similar contexts where traditional spiritual practices are navigating profound social and

cultural transitions.

5.1 The Social Construction and Maintenance of Gendered
Shamanic Boundaries

The stigma surrounding female ritual performance, as voiced by all participants, reflects
broader socio-cultural dynamics in Gilgit-Baltistan. The region’s gender relations are shaped
by intersecting religious, patriarchal, and traditional norms. As Walter (2016, 2022) and
Halvorson (2005) note, practices like pardah (seclusion) and sharam (modesty) defined
women’s roles in public life and confined them largely to the domestic sphere. This poses
challenges for female bitayu, whose spiritual work often requires public and ecstatic

expressions.
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Notably, while shamanic rituals in Gilgit-Baltistan transcend linguistic or tribal
backgrounds, participation remains gendered. Sokefeld (2014) and Walter (2016) observed
that this restriction varied across the valleys. In Nagar Valley, female exclusion is often
couched in Islamic moral narratives linking it with na-mahram or pardah (the terms
frequently used by Nagar participants). Whereas in Hunza Valley, similar restrictions are
framed as a consequence of cultural shifts and the threat of demographic change, as
expressed in Bitan 4 & 6 through the phrase “ghair sis mu olu giyawan bey” (now many
outsiders have come in), as the arrival of outsiders threatens female honour. This contrast
between how females are viewed in Hunza versus Nagar supports what Asma Barlas (2002)
argues: that Islamic gender norms are not monolithic but locally constructed and interpreted,
often shaped by regional histories and power relations rather than by religious scripture
alone. For instance, Hunza has always been a crossroads, a key spot on the Silk Route, and
even today, China’s trade route passes through it. This constant flow of outside influences
and economic activity has naturally had an impact on women's roles in this part of Gilgit-
Baltistan. Due to this economic integration, in Hunza, it has enabled greater female visibility,

while in Nagar, patriarchal religious norms remain more rigidly enforced.

Social expectations around modesty, honour, and public performance operate as a powerful
mechanism for regulating female spiritual authority. Fredrik Barth's (1969) concept of ethnic
boundaries being maintained through social interaction and the ascription of identity is
powerfully applicable here, not just to broader ethnic distinctions, but to the internal
gendered boundaries within the community itself. These norms about modesty and public
behaviour are not just sitting in a religious text; they are actively used to draw boundaries in
the sand. The societal judgment a female Bitan 5 faced acts as a mechanism of boundary
maintenance, dictating what constitutes "acceptable™ female spiritual expression and public
comportment. The statements from Bitan 3 and 4 further underscore how acts such as public
trance or dancing, core components of ritual practice, are interpreted as immodest when
performed by women. Bitan 3 remarked that the culture does not approve of this for women,
“fearing it would compromise their modesty,” polices this boundary. This fear of
‘compromising modesty’, of transgressing the norms of sharam, is a potent social sanction.
Bitan 4 recalled how "people often consider it shameful for a woman to become a bitan....
It is seen as immodest or disrespectful.” Walter (2016) notes that in such contexts, female
behaviour is tied to collective honour, rendering any public ritual by women inherently

suspect.
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Yet, historical evidence indicates a time when female bitayu used to perform openly, without
it being perceived as a stigma. Archival photographs, such as those taken by Lorimer in 1924

(Fig. 2), and oral testimonies support this.

Figure 2 A picture of a female bitan performing in a public event, taken by Lorimer in 1924. Source:
Kreutzmann, H. (2020). Hunza Matters: Bordering and Ordering between Ancient and New Silk Roads. Iran
and the Caucasus, 27(1):26.

A statement from a 64-year-old man from Hunza recalled attending many female
performances during his youth. He remembered attending Dadi Kaneezo’s* chatti ceremony
under tham (ruler) and another 80-year-old shaman, who mentioned the names of other
renowned female bitayu of that time, such as Nooran, Laya, and Raheel*.. Inexcusably, now
there is not a single publicly known practising woman bitan in the Hunza region. Their
public presence has vanished. As stated by Bitan 4 (Male), “I am the only remaining bitan
in Hunza”, and not publicly known female bitayu remain in lower or central Hunza, though
some may practise privately or adapt to practice as sir-e-gushiganx* (miraculous women)
than bitayu. Unlike Hunza, Nagar continues to host a number of female practitioners, though

40 Bitan 4 recalled a well-known female bitan from Hunza, describing her as one of the most recognised bitayu
in the Hunza region, renowned for her exceptional spiritual abilities.

41 These three names of notable female bitayu from Hunza were well-known, and even the ruler would consult
them on various occasions.

42 In the Burushaski language, the singular form for "woman" is "gus," while the plural form is "gushiganx."
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they remain marginalised. The emphasis on religious restrictions such as seclusion and

interactions with na-mahram (non-permissible males) is a consistent theme.

The pressure is undeniable and often comes laden with gendered disciplinary undertones.
Bitan 5's (Nagar) account of her father's distress over her musical performance offers a
compelling example. His concern is not merely a theological objection to music or ritual,
but it is an anxiety about how female visibility affects family honour. Abu-Lughod (1986)
emphasises how the threat of social shame (or ‘what people will say’) becomes a regulatory
force in many Muslim societies. The intense social surveillance and the significant threat to
individual and familial honour posed by perceived transgressions of gender norms. In this
context, the shamanic practice becomes risky for women because they challenge established

gendered expectations of silence, modesty and invisibility.

Still, moments of subtle negotiation exist. As one female informant (Bitan 7) noted, ‘You
know, we should also be mindful of pardah, and we should try to ensure that a woman leads
another woman's chatti-tukki. If that's not possible, then out of necessity, it must be done by
an elderly man.’ This suggests a nuanced view of how women navigate these cultural
boundaries without necessarily rejecting them. This kind of navigation within religiously
defined boundaries resonates deeply with Saba Mahmood's (2005) concept of agency as
ethical self-formation. Rather than viewing compliance with norms like pardah as passive
submission, Mahmood invites us to understand such choices as forms of self-cultivation. For
female bitayu, adhering to, or careful negotiation of, modesty (pardah) or ritual silence in
certain contexts might not be mere submission. Their agency is not in resistance alone, but

in the strategic calibration of public behaviour, religious expectations, and ritual authority.
5.2 Patriarchal Control and Female Agency

The socio-cultural fabric of Gilgit-Baltistan is deeply embedded in patriarchal structures.
Historically, men have occupied dominant positions as providers, hunters, warriors, and
decision-makers. Conversely, women were confined to the domestic sphere, responsible for
child-rearing and household labour. These roles are not biologically determined, but,
according to Ann Oakley (1972), are products of the social construction of gender roles,

which is shaped by historical, economic, and cultural systems.
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This social division also illuminates the concept of gender performativity by Judith Butler
(1990), where gender is not fixed but continually produced through stylised, repetitive acts.
Similarly, in Gilgit-Baltistan, this ongoing performance has historically naturalised
patriarchy while often rendering female contributions invisible or strictly confined to private
life. This very status of women is neither static nor uniform; somewhat, it is shaped by
intersecting identities, where honour, modesty, and kinship norms frequently define a

woman’s place as the symbolic preserver of family and community reputation.

State integration and post-colonisation developments, entrenched gender segregation,
particularly during Zia-ul-Haq’s Islamisation campaign (1979-1988). Where state-sponsored
Islamisation intensified gender discrimination, notably limiting women from engaging in
public rituals or communal roles essential to shamanism (Patel, 2010; Walter, 2016, 2022,
Halvorson, 2005). These norms were further compounded by sectarian tensions that started
influencing women's presence, flowing from the inside into the community and gradually

women started disappearing from the social context.
5.3 Gender Performance and the Limits of Ritual Authority

In such a context, female bitayu face significant familial and societal resistance. The case of
Bitan 5, whose father initially refused to witness her ritual, was not a personal disapproval
but an enactment of patriarchal authority. Such refusals are not isolated decisions but reflect
what Walter (2016, 2022) described as the structured disciplining of women’s bodies and
visibility in ritual and public life. Similarly, Halvorson (2005) has shown how notions of
honour and pardah operate as social technologies of control, determining which forms of
female agency are permitted. In Gilgit-Baltistan, male shamans express verbal support for
female bitanyu but with certain qualifiers, emphasising the need to ‘observe modesty’ and
‘maintain family honour’. These conditions are striking manifestations of soft patriarchy,
where women’s access to spiritual professions remains contingent on male-defined moral

frameworks.

This ‘soft patriarchy’ allows nominal support while still subjecting women to male-defined
moral conditions. For example, Bitan 4 explained, “My son and father did not agree for my
daughter to proceed with this profession... [because of] various male visitors.” Reveals how
women’s spiritual roles are embedded in kinship hierarchies, where legitimacy is granted or

withheld through male consent. Bitan 7, a working woman, declined to engage in a detailed
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conversation during the interview because her husband does not allow her to have lengthy
discussions over the phone. This situation highlights not just resistance but also symbolic
exclusion from the sacred domain, reinforcing the gendered boundary between private and

public spiritual authority.

Judith Butler's (1990) work further illuminates these dynamics. Female bitayu, such as Bitan
5, do not necessarily engage in "gender trouble™ in Butler's sense of subverting gender
binaries, but their public performance of rituals challenges established norms of femininity.
This shaman’s persistence, despite resistance, becomes a form of constrained agency. A
historical parallel can be drawn to the Soviet era in Siberia, during which public shamanic
rituals were banned and practised underground (Sychenko, 2020). In both contexts, the
spiritual labour, particularly of women, is delegitimised not through disappearance but

through forced invisibility.
5.4 Testimonial Injustice and Gendered Ritual Hierarchies

This historical marginalisation of female shamans was further entrenched by colonial-era
ethnographic research, which disproportionately focused on male bitayu. As Bitan 6
observed, male bitayu were invited to royal courts for formal consultation, while women
were only occasionally consulted, always alongside male counterparts. Clark (1955)
described Hunza women as “intellectually inferior”. This is a clear stance of what Miranda
Fricker (2007) terms testimonial injustice, where individuals are wronged in their capacity
as knowers due to prejudicial assumptions tied to their social identity, in this case, gender.

This gendered epistemic hierarchy persists in Gilgit-Baltistan to this day. Male shamans are
typically the ones sought out for what are perceived as high-stakes spiritual tasks, such as
conducting powerful rituals like unearthing hidden tumering (amulets), diagnosing the
causes of chronic or inexplicable suffering, or navigating profound life-and-death crises. In
contrast, female bitayu are more often approached for what might be culturally framed as
"lighter" spiritual tasks, including casting spells to influence the future, performing rituals
to ward off the evil eye, treating minor ailments, or helping to resolve domestic disputes.
These divisions reflect not a lack of spiritual ability but a social and symbolic division of

ritual labour.
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Besides, these challenge some female bitan to opt for this tradition as notions of “choice."”
Bitan 5 and 7 did not "choose" their spiritual calling in a liberal individualist sense; it was
an affliction, a pain. Their agency lies in how they respond to this calling amidst severe
constraints. This speaks to Mahmood's (2005) understanding of agency as a capacity to
inhabit and work within them. Bitan 1’s phrase ‘spiritual necessity’ captures a point towards
a non-liberal form of agency, which may eventually compel societal acceptance, even if it

conflicts with dominant gender expectations.

Hence, these negotiations are further complicated by Islamic discourses that branded female-
led rituals as ‘un-Islamic’ (Jettmar, 1961), mirroring the broader patterns of spiritual in post-
colonial contexts. Similar dynamics are documented among Malaysia’s Orang Asli
communities (Toshihiro, 2008). In this regard, bitayu stories are not merely a case of regional
or cultural inappropriateness; they are part of a broader narrative of gender, religion, and the

politics of ritual legitimacy in post-colonial and increasingly orthodox Islamic societies.

5.5 The Impact of Islamic Homogenisation on Female Ritual
Authority

The transformation and marginalisation of female shamans (bitayu) in Hunza and Nagar
valleys are inextricably linked to broader historical and religio-political shifts, reflecting a
South Asian and East Asian pattern where indigenous spiritualities are frequently sustained
through women’s ritual labour. Like the Bangladeshi ojhas (Karim, 1998), Afghan malangs
(Karim, 1998) and Korean mudangs (Sidky, 2003) who faced a burden of social shame,
syncretise Islamic and pre-Islamic elements to maintain spiritual legitimacy. In GB, bitayu
have increasingly reframed their practices using Islamic terminologies, reflecting what
Sidky (2010) observed that South Asian shamans often seek to assert compatibility with

dominant religious ideologies.

The roots of these transformations in GB can be traced back to the region’s early encounters
with external religious forces, beginning with the spread of Buddhism in the 8th century and
later Islam in the 12th century (Nicolus, 2015b). While historical texts rarely document how
Islamic ideologies specifically impacted local shamanic practices, oral traditions offer
critical insights into his intersection. Nicolaus (2015b) recounted one of the earliest oral

narratives of resistance that occurred when a group of shamanic practitioners, led by a
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shaman named Gil Shinga,® refused to convert to Islam. This story of resistance and the
claims that his lineage preserved shamanic practices by incorporating Buddhist elements

serve as a testament to the region’s religious syncretism.

Once autonomous princely states, their affiliation with the postcolonial, Sunni-dominated
structure of Pakistan has stirred significant sectarian tensions in the 1980s (Hunzai, 2013;
Dad, 2017; Feyyaz, 2011). The sectarian tensions that have simmered, especially since the
Islamisation campaign, followed by national curriculum reforms and heightened scrutiny of
local ritual practices, particularly those involving women (Kreutzmann, 2008, 2024; Bansal,
2008; Mishra, 2018; Ali, 2019). This resulted in increased religious scrutiny, the censorship
of pluralistic rituals, and even accusations of blasphemy. It was an atmosphere that forced
many spiritual practitioners to tread carefully, often working secretly to avoid social and

legal backlash.

These changes have pressured practitioners to adapt. Many now reframed their services
using Islamic terminology, referencing Quranic verses or incorporating zikr (ritual chanting).
Bitan 1’s firm assertion that “our faith does not contradict our practices,” and Bitan 3's
description of his pariting as Shia and devout. These are more than just words; they are
adaptive framings, acting as discursive shields that allow practitioners to continue their vital
work while appearing to align with dominant religious ideologies. This is an apparent effort
to 'Islamicise’ their indigenous rituals, likely to gain public acceptance. While such shifts
may secure public tolerance, they also reflect growing constraints on the legitimacy of

female ritual.

Yet, these necessary adaptations come at a cost. As Miranda Fricker (2007) argues, when
women’s experiences fall outside dominant interpretive frameworks, they face
hermeneutical injustice. Female bitayu are denied full recognition not because they lack
spiritual insight, but because their wisdom operates outside the established norms of
institutional religion. This is tragically evident in the multiple accounts of exorcism
(muphosas) performed on women, showing women clear spiritual signs, denying them

initiation and silencing their roles.

43 A shaman who led a group of his followers to migrate from Gilgit to Baltistan.
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Bitan 5’s story brings these pressures into sharp focus. She reveals how the public visibility
of women in shamanic roles, especially the ritual dancing during chatti, is often cast as
inappropriate or shameful within the dominant Islamic discourses around modesty. Her
father, a Sheikh/clergyman, vehemently resisted her performance; such anxieties are not just
external; they reflect how deeply Islamic moral codes can be internalised. It is a living
illustration of Judith Butler’s (1999) concept of gender performativity, where 'proper’
femininity is enforced through social regulation through gossip, the withdrawal of support,
or even, as we have seen, exorcism (uphusas). So, the bitayu’s struggle for religious

legitimacy is not just an external battle; it's also an internal negotiation.

In the Hunza Valley, silence is prevalent; no active bitayu are publicly acknowledged, and
reportedly, only one elderly male bitan is still performing. The cultural shift is stark and
deeply felt. Women like ‘Dadi Nooran and Dadi Kaneezo’, who once commanded ritual
spaces during the reign of the tham (ruler), have seen their potential successors exorcised
(uphushan), silenced, or blocked from participating. The reasons for this are deep-seated
fears around honour, concerns about male visitation during rituals, and the general visibility

of women in such roles.

In Nagar, the picture is a little different. Female shamanism clings on in pockets like Chalt
and Chaprote, yet even here, its existence is precarious, economically vulnerable, and
increasingly reliant on men. Bitan 5 painted a clear picture of the costs involved in chatti
“...the goats, the white clothing, the sacred spaces,” all necessities that must be funded by a
male relative, usually a maternal uncle (mamu). Bourdieu’s (1985) theory of ‘social and
symbolic capital’ helps to explain her experience, which elaborates that women lack
autonomous access to ritual authority without material backing and social approval from

men.

Despite these formidable barriers, some women like Bitan 5 have endured at least for a time.
Her past practice represented a moral stance against the increasing commaodification of
spiritual labour, echoing concerns raised by male practitioners about the erosion of sincerity
in bitan work. This dynamic bears essential similarities to the female shamans of the post-
Soviet Central Asian context, specifically in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, who navigated
their practices in response to the political attitudes and Islamic reinterpretations (Penkala-
Gawecka, 2020).
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The current state of female shamanism in Hunza and Nagar reflects a dynamic process of
erosion, reinvention, and negotiation. The Islamic reformism has not eradicated female ritual
authority but has reshaped its terms. Women must now navigate theological conservatism,

economic dependency, and gendered moral expectations to sustain their roles.

5.6 Modernity, Development and the Displacement of Female
Ritual Authority

The shifting landscape of female shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan must be situated within the
extensive patterns of modernity and development that have redefined the region’s political,
cultural and socio-economic framework. In the context of Hunza and Nagar, modernity is
not a simple embrace of Western norms. Instead, it reflects what Anna-Maria Walter (2014)
calls a 'transformative process' that resonates with Wittrock’s (2000) idea of fragmented
modernities of evolving attitude towards tradition, knowledge, and institutional power.
Walter (2014) further noted that modernity in Gilgit-Baltistan unfolds through a trans-local

dialogue between external influences and local cultural responses.

From the 1970s onwards, transformative projects like the construction of the Karakoram
Highway (KKH), the expansion of modern schools, and the expansive reach of the Aga Khan
Development Network (AKDN) have been undertaken. These endeavours undoubtedly
brought about significant social and infrastructural change, boosting literacy, enhancing
mobility, and opening doors for women in specific sectors (Sokefeld, 2014; Bowles, 2014;
Alam, 2017). Yet, alongside these advancements, institutional frameworks began to quietly
sideline indigenous spiritual practices. As ‘'development’ became synonymous with
'‘progress’ and ‘modernity,’ the traditional roles held by figures like female bitayu
increasingly came to be seen as outdated, or even incompatible with newly emerging moral

and religious norms.

Cs4ji (2011) points out that Pakistan’s national education system tends to marginalise local
knowledge systems in favour of a unified Islamic identity. Similarly, Walter (2022) observes
that educated men and youth often describe shamanism as “un-Islamic” or “superstitious”.
These ideological shifts have tangible consequences in communities like Hunza and Nagar.
It is almost impossible to find female shamans to interview in most parts because they have
disappeared from public view, sometimes continuing their work secretly. While one elderly
female bitan is said to still practice in lower Hunza, female shamans are no longer publicly

acknowledged, with some reportedly continuing their work in secret to avoid religious
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scrutiny or social condemnation. This scenario, however, is not unique to Gilgit-Baltistan.
Torri and Roche (2020) highlight similar dynamics across Asia, where female shamans are
often pushed into a liminal space and sidelined by institutionalised religion, barred from
formal authority that typically favours male practitioners, and thus compelled to practice

informally or clandestinely.

Multiple respondents of this study cited education, migration and development (Bitan 1,
Bitan 2, Bitan 4) as drivers of this erosion. These findings echo long-standing
anthropological concerns about how formal schooling displaces embodied and ritual
knowledge with abstract, textual systems. Migration also weakens Kkinship-based
transmission of spiritual roles, especially between older and younger women. Hence, the
decline of female shamanism is not a simple story of 'cultural change’ but rather a complex
outcome of many colliding forces such as developmental restructuring, the displacement of
traditional knowledge, economic gatekeeping by men, and a push towards religious
homogenisation. Yet, despite these pressures, female bitayu continue to adapt. It is vital to
remember, as Torri and Roche (2020) remind us, that female shamans are not merely passive
relics of a bygone era, far from it. In contexts like Gilgit-Baltistan, they remain agents of
cultural persistence, offering their services to communities with quiet dedication and framing
their sacred role as not a profession. They offer a lived critique of dominant paradigms of
development and modernity.

5.7 Strategies for Preservation: Resilience, Adaptation, and the
ICH Framework

Despite social, economic and religious pressures, female shamanic traditions in Gilgit-
Baltistan emerge not as an act of nostalgia but as a deliberate, negotiated process rooted in
resilience and everyday agency. All participants articulated a living relationship to tradition
that evolves, adapts and endures. Their strategies for continuity closely align with
UNESCO's Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) framework, particularly prioritising
community-based identification, intergenerational transmission, documentation, and the

living, dynamic nature of traditions.

5.7.1 Community-based valuation and Intergenerational Continuity

The most important principle of the ICH framework is that the communities themselves are

the best stewards and definers of their own heritage. Several bitayu stressed the priority of
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recognising and valuing their wisdom system. As Bitan 3, for example, remarked: “Those
who have been affected (Chal dila) [or have signs of] should be encouraged because they
are the primary source of continuity.” This statement is not only a call for recognition but a
plea for familial, financial, and moral support so that these women are not denied their

spiritual vocation.

The biggest pressing threat to female shamanic knowledge is the chain of continuity, as Bitan
2 warned, which is ‘missed transmission.” As highlighted by all interviewees, many
prospective female shamans, typically daughters or nieces of practising bitayu, are not
prevented from undergoing the chatti-tukki ritual primarily by male guardians or due to
financial burdens. This results in a loss not just of ritual skill but also of what Walter (2014)
and Fricker (2007) describe as hermeneutical resources, which are shared cultural
frameworks that allow individuals and communities to interpret and legitimate their
experiences. In other words, when these frameworks are devalued, women’s spiritual
expression becomes unintelligible, misunderstood as psychological instability or

suppression.

Such erasure is not simply about forgetting tradition but denying the epistemic validity of
female knowledge systems. This means that the urgency of intergenerational transmission is
not only about succession but also about safeguarding the interpretive tools that allow these

women to make sense of and act upon their experiences.

5.7.2 Documentation as a Cultural Resistance

Several informants, especially Bitan 3, expressed a desire to preserve this tradition through
formal documentation, including written accounts, oral history projects, or archival inclusion
in local histories. This emphasis on documentation is especially important in a context where
indigenous knowledge systems are marginalised by state institutions and national curricula
(Csaji, 2011). Such initiatives of writing down or archiving these traditions are not merely
preservation efforts but are cultural resistance. By creating a public record, it helps to
validate female shamanic knowledge as legitimate, complex and historically grounded. It is
a resistance to the epistemic erasures often caused by development and religious reforms.
Such efforts align with  UNESCO’s recommendations for recording and archiving
endangered practices, particularly when direct transmission is at risk. By relocating these
practices from private to public memory, documentation becomes a means of asserting their

significance within broader cultural and political discourse.
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5.7.3 Adaptive Practices and the Ethics of Continuity

In Hunza and Nagar, female bitayu preserve tradition and exhibit remarkable agency in
adapting their practices. Some participants described modifying ritual performances to fit
contemporary standards of morality, for example, performing the chatti-tukki ritual in
women-only spaces to frame their work as religiously sanctioned. This reflects UNESCO’s
insistence that intangible heritage is dynamic, not static, and that adaptation is a legitimate
mode of cultural survival. This strategic flexibility resonates with Saba Mahmood’s (2005)
theory of piety projects, demonstrating how female shamans adapt traditional practices to

align with shifting moral landscapes.

In this light, these narratives challenge developmentalist assumptions that modernisation
leads to cultural disappearance. Instead, they show how women ritual specialists continue to
practise, remember, adapt, and innovate, even within immensely constrained socio-political
environments. The strong alignment between their grassroots strategies and the formal
principles of UNESCQO’s ICH framework suggests that supporting female shamanism is not
only an issue of heritage preservation but also of epistemic justice, meaning recognising and
protecting gendered systems of knowledge that have been historically silenced. For these
traditions to thrive, preservation must go beyond symbolic inclusion in festivals or tourism
brochures. It must focus on women whose lives embody its transmission, moral weight, and

sacred continuity.

5.8 Unanticipated Findings and Rival Explanations

One unexpected aspect that emerged was the assertion by Bitan 1 (Nagar) that "the rituals
and practices of male and female bitayu are the same,” which appeared to minimise the
gender-specific challenges other informants identified. Another possibility is that Bitan 1
was an established male practitioner, speaking from an idealised or de-gendered point of
view on basic spiritual practice. In contrast, other informants (male and female) are more
attuned to social performance and its gendered implications. Alternatively, his subsequent
acknowledgement that society is "not ready" for female bitayu implies that he may see them

as extrinsic to the basic practice itself.

The differential emphasis on the pain versus the societal challenges of the bitan path should
potentially be investigated further. Is there a gendered difference in experiencing or

expressing the calling? Or is it more about individual personality, stage of practice, or
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regional variances in the tradition? This study's remote approach and sample size limit
preclude decisive findings, but it does pave the way for future, more granular research.

5.9 Limitations and Transferability

The key limitation of this study is its reliance on remote data collection. While this technique
was necessary given the circumstances, it unavoidably constrained the opportunity for in-
depth anthropological immersion, nonverbal cue observation, and in-person observation of
rituals. Furthermore, while the participants generously shared rich and diverse narratives that
formed the heart of this research, the sample is non-exhaustive. As a result, this work cannot
claim to represent all regional or gendered experiences of bitayu across Gilgit-Baltistan.

Therefore, generalisations must be made with caution.

Despite these limits, the findings provide significant, analytical, and transferable insights
that extend far beyond the study’s specific environment. The specific dynamics of how
marginalised spiritual traditions, particularly those involving female ritual performers, deal
with dominant religious (Islamisation) and secular (modernisation) influences, patriarchal
authority, and economic shifts are common in many parts of the world. Indeed, communities
across Central Asia, the Middle East, Latin America, and Southeast Asia face strikingly
comparable difficulties as they struggle to conserve their precious intangible cultural

heritage in the face of religious and development standardisation demands.

The theoretical synthesis used throughout this study drew on Barth’s insights on boundary-
making, Mahmood’s work on embodied agency, Butler’s concept of gender performativity,
and the critical contributions of broader feminist anthropological critique. | hope for a robust
and insightful lens for analysing the intricate relationship between tradition, gender, and
power as it unfolds in lived human experience. Moreover, this study's deep engagement with
concepts of epistemic injustice and relational knowledge invites us to reconsider cultural
erasure. It suggests that we should not recognise it as a passive disappearance, but as an

active, often painful silencing within dominant discourses.

5.10 Conclusion

The analysis has revealed that female shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan is shaped not by a single
force but by the interwoven pressures of religious reform, gendered expectations, economic

limitations, and broader developmental changes. Rather than representing a straightforward
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or inevitable disappearance, the current state of female shamanic practice reflects a more
complex picture, one marked by both restriction and quiet persistence.

Across the narratives, it became clear that women who carry spiritual callings continue to
negotiate their roles in ways responsive to the changing moral and social climate around
them. Whether by adjusting ritual forms, seeking community affirmation, or reframing their
practices through religiously accepted idioms, they are not passive inheritors but active
custodians of this tradition. Their efforts to sustain these practices often rest on community
recognition, the support of intergenerational transmission, and careful adaptation to

prevailing religious and cultural norms.
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Chapter 6  Conclusion

The primary objective of this study was to undertake an academic investigation into the
transformation of female shamanic practices in the Hunza and Nagar valleys of Gilgit-
Baltistan, Pakistan. These traditions or practices are sometimes disregarded or
misrepresented in academic scholarship and local discourse. When | began this research, a
simple yet profound set of questions propelled me: What factors shape gendered shamanic
practices in Gilgit-Baltistan? How do local shamans perceive the change and its challenges,
and what possible strategies do they envision for its preservation? This study explored the
notion that this ancient tradition is not fading away because it is old or irrelevant. Instead, it
is being actively, though sometimes subtly, suppressed, diverted, or reshaped by a powerful

convergence of socio-cultural and religio-political forces.

Firstly, the research findings indicate that female shamanism is not vanishing; it is being
made invisible and selectively silenced. While the more public voices and official stories
might suggest that the bitayu are a thing of the past, my findings paint a different picture.
Many women continue to practice, adapt, and pass on their shamanic knowledge. They often
do so discreetly in private, while navigating difficult circumstances. This is not about a
tradition dying out. It is more akin to what we could call an epistemic erasure, a process
where necessary knowledge is delegitimised, pushed aside because women own it or because
it does not fit neatly with prevalent religious or societal ideas of what is right. Secondly, it
is often moral and economic hurdles, more so than deep theological disagreements, that
exclude women. The decline in public female ritual performance appears to be due to societal
concerns about modesty, family honour and the financial burden of ceremonies like the
chatti-tukki. These are not merely regulations imposed by formal religious institutions, but
they are deeply woven into family structures -and the gender norms that people internalise

and live by.

Thirdly, the processes of Islamisation and what we call 'development' or ‘modernity’ have
often worked hand-in-hand, unintentionally displacing local culture. State-led efforts
towards Islamisation and large-scale infrastructural development projects, like the KKH or
the work of the AKDN, have, without necessarily intending to, chipped away at indigenous
ways of understanding the world. They have often done this by promoting a more uniform
religious identity and educational models that prioritise a particular kind of rationalist

thinking. These modern approaches have, in turn, made it harder for experiential spiritual
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knowledge. Additionally, amidst all this, female practitioners show incredible agency; they
are not just passively accepting cultural loss. However, they reconfigure their rituals to fit
current norms, perhaps by holding private gatherings for women, reinterpreting their ancient
cosmologies in Islamic terms, or by offering their healing work without expecting payment.
This reminds us of Saba Mahmood’s (2005) concept of ‘pious agency,’ a thoughtful, moral,
and strategic approach to negotiating life within significant structural limitations.

Finally, the seeds of preservation to keep these traditions alive exist within the communities.
All participants highlighted the grassroots approaches, such as encouraging the community
to validate a divine calling, passing down knowledge through oral history, and the ethical
commitment to non-commercial practice. All reflect the principles in UNESCO’s framework
for Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH). The missing piece, however, is that these vital

community-led efforts often go unsupported and unrecognised by official state policies.
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Chapter 7 Recommendation

Based on the study’s findings, this section offers recommendations to support the continuity
of female shamanic traditions in Gilgit-Baltistan, particularly in the Hunza and Nagar
valleys, and enhance our understanding of their transformation. These suggestions address

policy, community practice, and future research.

7.1 Policy and Practice

e Develop gender-inclusive heritage policies in Gilgit-Baltistan

This means that cultural and heritage institutions, as well as newly formed community-
focused bodies in Gilgit-Baltistan responsible for culture and heritage, should actively work
to support women in preserving their spiritual practices. This must be done with great
sensitivity, respecting local moral values and customs. Practical steps could include funding

women-led oral history projects or helping to create safe, women-managed spaces for rituals.

e Subsidise the Chatti-Tukki ritual for female bitayu

Economic dependence on male relatives is a significant barrier that often prevents many
women from gaining formal recognition as shamans. Perhaps targeted financial support from
relevant government departments or non-governmental organisations could help these

women, who demonstrate a spiritual calling but lack the financial means.
¢ Integrate indigenous spiritual knowledge into provincial curricula

A thoughtful reform of what is taught in local schools could create space for modules that
respectfully explore Gilgit-Baltistan’s shamanic traditions. It would be vital to ensure these
include women’s perspectives and experiences, as this would be a powerful way to support

transmission and build broader cultural legitimacy.
e Establish community-based safeguarding bodies

To truly empower local people to care for their own heritage, it would be valuable to support
the formation of local councils. These councils could bring together practitioners, respected

elders, and interested researchers, who together can decide what aspects of their heritage
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they wish to preserve and how best to do so, guided by the spirit of community-led
approaches, such as those in the ICH framework.

e Ethically reform cultural festivals such as the Shaman Festival.

Current state-sponsored festivals often reduce shamanic traditions to folkloristic
performances by focusing on a touristic and official gaze rather than sacred rites. State-level
promotional materials used sensational language like ‘enthralling powers’ and ‘superstitious
beings’ that devalue the spiritual reality of these practices. Moreover, female bitayu have
been largely excluded from public recognition, reinforcing gendered erasure where men
become the official tradition custodians. To align with ethical preservation and inclusivity,
festivals must move beyond performance-based tourism. It is crucial to involve women
practitioners meaningfully and provide rich background information to protect the integrity
of the practices. Also, to avoid misrepresentation, such as mimicry, and prioritise

community-led definitions of cultural values over institutional agendas.
7.2 Recommendations for Future Learning and Research
e Comparative studies on women’s spiritual experience in similar regions

It would be valuable to conduct comparative studies on women’s spiritual experiences in
similar regions. Research in areas such as Ladakh and the Pamirs could deepen our
understanding of how gender, religion, and spirituality intersect in Muslim highland

communities.
e Examine the impact of education and migration on spiritual practices

Longitudinal research could explore how young people, particularly girls, negotiate
traditional spiritual knowledge alongside modern schooling and increased mobility.

¢ Investigate the role of tourism in reshaping ritual meanings

Further study is needed on how tourism influences the representation of ‘authentic’ culture

in often commercialised public spaces and who controls these narratives.

o Comparative studies on women’s spiritual experience in similar regions
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It would be valuable to conduct comparative studies on women’s spiritual experiences in
similar regions. Research in areas such as Ladakh and the Pamirs could deepen our
understanding of how gender, religion, and spirituality intersect in Muslim highland
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in often commercialised public spaces and who controls these narratives.
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An Epilogue

This research journey has profoundly reshaped my understanding of tradition, resilience, and
silence. I thought I would record a practice about to disappear. Instead, | saw a subtle, lasting
strength. I met women who, even without formal acknowledgement or public roles, still heal

suffering, future casting, and protect their communities through old and new rituals.

I did not think any female shaman would join this study, mainly because finding them was
difficult from afar. Most said they did not consent to online discussions, often because they
were cautious about sharing their opinions. Only two agreed to share, and even this
discussion took work. This shows that many women still practice privately but do not want
to be seen. If the study had been done in person, more female shamans might have

participated in their own way and in places where trust could grow naturally.

This experience showed me that tradition is not set in stone; it lives by adapting and through
the meaning people give it. Protecting cultural heritage is more than just a matter of politics

or academic work; it is a fundamental ethical responsibility.

The female shamans of Gilgit-Baltistan are not from a mystical past. They are living cultural
figures, balancing old and new under the pressures of religion, gender, and current changes.

They should be recognised, supported and studied more.

I hope this study makes their lives and work more visible. I also hope it contributes to the
discussion about gender, education, and heritage, especially in the margins of our world.
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Appendix 1: Interview reference list

Bitan 1, 2025. Navigating Heritage in Transition: Educating for the Preservation of
Transforming Female Shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan Amidst Islamisation and Modernity

[Interview] (Saturday May 2025).

Bitan 2, 2025. Navigating Heritage in Transition: Educating for the Preservation of
Transforming Female Shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan Amidst Islamisation and Modernity

[Interview] (Tuesday, May 2025).

Bitan 3, 2025. Navigating Heritage in Transition: Educating for the Preservation of
Transforming Female Shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan Amidst Islamisation and Modernity.

[Interview] (Sunday, May 2025).

Bitan 4, 2025. Navigating Heritage in Transition: Educating for the Preservation of
Transforming Female Shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan Amidst Islamisation and Modernity.

[Interview] (Wednesday, May 2025 2025).

Bitan 5, 2025. Navigating Heritage in Transition: Educating for the Preservation of
Transforming Female Shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan Amidst Islamisation and Modernity.

[Interview] (Tuesday, June 2025).

Bitan 6, 2025. Navigating Heritage in Transition: Educating for the Preservation of
Transforming Female Shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan Amidst Islamisation and Modernity.

[Interview] (Friday, May 2025).

Khan, S., 2025. Navigating Heritage in Transition: Educating for the Preservation of
Transforming Female Shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan Amidst Islamisation and Modernity.

[Interview] (Sunday, June 2025).



70

Appendix 2: Questionnaire Sample

Research Title: Navigating Heritage in Transition: Educating for the Preservation of
Transforming Female Shamanism in Gilgit-Baltistan Amidst Islamisation and
Modernity

J”J/"&/‘."JJQ ’)/U%L‘L:’}U:chﬁfg-éVf’/(ﬁz—»d/x’:i/gz’;;lggﬁ

Introduction: As a member of this community, | am conducting this anthropological
research to document and understand the transformation of female shamanism in Gilgit-
Baltistan. This research is rooted in local knowledge, perspectives, and lived experiences of

the shamans themselves. Your insights are invaluable in preserving this cultural heritage.

1_Uﬁd//&:ﬁzi Ld}'«.z,awfmméf/@m@gu/&‘f&wutﬁé.:f?uf :}/’dl&’».«gc‘,}?
_q.g‘iﬂd._éj.éé‘{/g}ﬁ SEa3 Lsfwz_u(,ﬁ;l’,g.&f‘ =7 disZ UL u/u%;l‘)ﬁm:(” Sl
Consent Statement: Dear Respected ma’am/sir, you are invited to participate in this
research study exploring the transformation and changes in female shamanic practices in
Gilgit-Baltistan. Your responses will be kept confidential and used solely for academic and

cultural documentation purposes. Participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw at any

time. By proceeding, you agree to participate in this study.

/)i/;gLJ.L.|)/u%uﬂfufu&p@)?q.d“lgd;c«f)gfy?uf &{ﬁu«,/*,"ﬁ,}f/(;i: kbl
waidp.z,a;é;Lﬁmuff’”J//»Zu:/tgé;uwu/?/kfgg|z£_?,¢’_q_u:/w(i£é’ﬂu)
?4774.«47%"L}.‘:ﬁ-uﬁ'éé_J’:l}pjy‘é@!cj}gguf?fﬁhg;!zgw/&?-zuﬂ?éJU‘;"lié

-u.?q.//;:lgdﬂl}u

Section A: Rapport-Building and Demographic Information

1. Can you tell me a little about yourself and your background?

Lﬁé@{uﬁcﬂ&}"&gﬁmagﬂ%l*l’“
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. Where were you born, and where have you spent most of your

life?

SO h 0ot 3§ Tl st UUCT

What language(s) do you primarily speak at home and in practice?

st s odirSend Gt Ak T

What is your age group?

?JJ"'.L:VJ:*T

o 30-40
o 40-50
o 50-60
o 60-70
o 70-80
o 80+

. How did you become a shaman, and what was your age at the time?

?UZWJ*T@JJTAI?’;JJL b/u)‘:':*!’

Have you learned shamanic practices from family members, elders, or other
sources?

CtL ,;y/;m(jl SIZ) )4 b 1 PP T

How does the community perceive your role as a shaman?
Vq,%éf//l}/i& l)/u};:ébﬂafj)

How you define your role as a male/female shaman in your community?

"zd/d“(c)b}&b/g_lgubédk ’)/Ugd;l}/)/dfd/)u&.!.vaf

How are Bitan/Daiyal different from practitioners like Dashman or Akhun in their
roles, rituals, or community status?
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Section B:
Personal Journey as a Shaman (personal relationship with family/partner/children)
10. Can you share your journey of becoming a shaman? How did this initiation
happen?

?JJ%]éuﬁug B ?,T?uzf Gt AL, i;/u%z% T

11. How long have you been practicing shamanism, and what role do you play in
community?

?4./u/@?h;ﬁ/:Lim/,m‘u:@.//&ﬁ‘u@g D/UQLJ.;T

12. What do female shamans perform the core responsibilities and rituals in your
tradition?

., .
?u.?'.l,-’/c«l.f/ulug /D.u'd)yedvg s/ SENT I3l e !ud/.; [

Section C: Female shamanism in old times

13. How was female Shamanism practiced in ancient times? Is it the same or
different from today? If other, how?

tellie ol¥ e Lol o ol e nl BT UL LUt S UL oBed Ut

14. Do you remember any incident, or have you heard from someone about how the
rituals of female Bitan/Dayal were performed during the thamo era or in ancient
times?

ey s S 5 A LAY S fabe 5L Tl s Lgié//.;i’g
o dbd

15. How does female bitan/daiyal perform Chatti rituals today, and were these
practices the same in ancient times? If different, what key changes can be observed,
and why might these transformations have occurred?

?Lw.;L.{?hlj/g&jzuq/u:/u(fw“w)hu?&)ﬂflc;%)J[&L//JG;"J@TJL b/u);":u.;’)’
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G mgz;yfééuawuwwuf"u&wu& Vs a3/

16. In your opinion, how has religion (Islam) influenced practice as a shaman in
general and female shaman in particular. Have these changes been gradual or
sudden?

Ulka? LS AL 4.~,Lwa LI b P /-Urﬂ/'ufd£5 L.fJ
?u:ﬁl/'u.jlgtg u:ﬂé 985 2.4
or

17. In your opinion, has religion (Islam) generally influenced the rituals of
Bitan/Daiyal, and in particular, the rituals of female Bitan/Daiyal? If yes, please
explain in detail. If not, why?

/:"C}'J’/c«b’/d/dk’)/Jguﬁf/?/)builéulc«b’/(ﬁ)&IJ/U%{:/}L}’/L(WHU:J?L:JT“
U T e ST S

18. Have religious teachings and community expectations affected the acceptance of
female shamans? If so, how?

¢ NI TS eSS 15 e BTG ot L S

19. Compared to the past, are there more or fewer female bitan/daiyal today? What
reasons might explain this trend?

wggp ﬁgg)Z,y/Jumm/,;?{g ool st e o L LUl ooty ST

Section D: Modernity and its impact

20. What do you think, in what ways has modernisation, such as education and
migration, impacted female shamanism?

?q,ﬂﬂfﬁC)J/{.dLD/(jﬁééu.';ﬂ}L:L}&Jy‘jul‘ﬂwém,g,?ufdgé .:T

21. Have changes in lifestyle and technology altered the need for or belief in
shamanic healing particularly healthcare advancements?

?q_wt’»/u:@'/?u’!g :u)/’”u(@ﬂiéigjg l}/cf%‘é_:d/"u%/?ubu’lé:uzﬁ,g'uf@)W/)!Jjﬁ}’.l:f

22. Do younger generations seek knowledge of shamanic traditions, or is there a
decline in interest? Why or why not?
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Section E: Change

23. How do you personally perceive the transformation of female shamanism over
the years?

?uﬁa‘zf;aﬁd//&gd!;J_ﬁdu)l/d/(ﬂf’u:lig
24. How can female shamans adapt their practices to remain relevant in
contemporary society while maintaining cultural authenticity?
. . N b - -
(-'uf?@pW/'J/Q,luf;/"w,g,«?é_ﬂ&’{u'//,d“/fgg l}/d)dk s/ SE e 7
25. What are the most significant challenges you face in continuing your practice

today?

fe bVW&?J[yTwé/d/bc«Lf/w}’;ju:/)JLCT

Section F: Preserving Female Shamanism

26. Have there been efforts from the local community, scholars, or organisations to
document or support female shamans?

et bri SL LS keptol e LU F ot th e SASUrE L IS Sl

27. Do you think female shamanism should be preserved as an integral part of the
region’s cultural heritage? Why or why not?

t U UL U b UIE R S oSl Gy ed I LTl

28. What steps do you believe should be taken to safeguard shamanic knowledge and
traditions for future generations?

?q_azﬁﬁp(atﬂﬁc/(iiéwﬁfagU//}l(‘idgb/ugiﬁu}’jd/ﬁ

Thank you ,)é
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Note: This questionnaire serves as a guideline that can be adapted for natural and organic
conversations while ensuring alignment with the core research objectives: analysing the
impact of Islamisation and modernity on female shamanism and exploring how male and

female shamans in Hunza and Nagar Valleys perceive these transformations.

d;l“,eiﬁf‘{,écq.W@{Miﬂéiﬁut,//,ldﬁg:q.L“/?K/?MLUp..QMU!rz::J
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