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Beliefs, Practices, and the Oldest Sacred Tradition of China

Before Confucius. Before the Buddha. Before Laozi.

There were the Wu — the ones who stood between worlds,

who danced until the spirits came, who entered the fire and did not burn,

who traveled to heaven and the underworld and returned with knowledge.

The oldest layer of Chinese sacred life. The root from which everything

grew.
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Introduction

Every major religious and philosophical tradition in China — Taoism, Buddhism as it was absorbed

and transformed by Chinese culture, Confucianism's ancestor veneration, Chinese Folk Religion with

its spirit mediums and oracle tradition — has roots that reach down into a layer older than any of them.

That layer is the Wu: the Chinese shamanic tradition that was the primary sacred technology of the

Chinese world before writing, before philosophy, before the great religious traditions that would make

China famous in the history of world religion.

The Wu (a term that encompasses both the practice and the practitioners) are among the oldest

documented shamanic practitioners in the world. The oracle bones of the Shang Dynasty (c. 1600-1046

BCE) already presuppose a fully developed shamanic practice — divination, spirit communication,

trance, ritual dance, and the mediation between the human community and the spirit world are all

present in the earliest written records of Chinese civilization. And the oracle bones themselves are the

product of Wu practice: the divination they record was conducted by specialists in spirit

communication who stood at the threshold between the human and the divine worlds.

For Haligricity, the Wu tradition is uniquely significant: it is the oldest layer of the Chinese sacred

tradition, the root from which Taoism, Chinese medicine, and Chinese Folk Religion all grew, and the

tradition that most clearly expresses the shamanic recognition that is present in every indigenous sacred

tradition in the world — that the human being is capable of deliberately crossing the boundary between

the ordinary human world and the spirit world, and returning with knowledge, healing, and power that

benefits the community. The Wu are China's answer to the Aboriginal ngangkari, the West African

tangki, the Siberian shaman, the Korean mudang. They are the same recognition in Chinese form.
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Part One

What Is Shamanism?
The Universal Pattern

Before examining the specific Chinese shamanic tradition, it is worth establishing what shamanism

actually is — because the term is widely misused and misunderstood in contemporary Western

discourse, where it has sometimes come to mean little more than 'exotic spiritual practice involving

altered states.'

The Siberian Origin of the Term
The word shaman comes from the Tungus language of Siberia — saman — and referred to a specific

type of religious specialist among the indigenous peoples of Siberia and Central Asia. Mircea Eliade's

1951 study Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy was the foundational academic work that

established shamanism as a cross-cultural phenomenon — identifying a cluster of practices, beliefs, and

social roles that appear across indigenous cultures from Siberia to the Americas, from Africa to

Australia, from ancient China to pre-Christian Europe.

The Defining Features of Shamanism

The Specialist Role

The shaman is a community specialist in spiritual matters — not merely a person of individual

spiritual development but a person whose specific capacities make them able to serve the

community's sacred needs. The shaman's spiritual abilities are not private achievements but

communal resources.

The Altered State of Consciousness

The shaman's work requires the deliberate entry into specific altered states of consciousness —

trance, ecstasy, or dream states — through specific techniques (drumming, dancing, chanting,

fasting, plant medicines, breath work, or combinations of these). The altered state is not the

goal — it is the vehicle for the work that needs to be done.
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The Spirit World

The shaman navigates a spirit world that is real, populated, and structured — with specific

territories, specific inhabitants, specific rules for navigation, and specific dangers. The spirit

world is not a metaphor for the unconscious or a symbolic representation of psychological

states. It is a genuine dimension of reality that the properly trained and properly prepared

practitioner can access and work within.

The Community Function

The shaman's primary purpose is the service of the community — healing the sick, divining the

future, communicating with ancestors, managing relationships with nature spirits, negotiating

with the forces that control weather and game and fertility. The shaman's spiritual capacities

are in service of the community's wellbeing, not personal advancement.

The Cosmic Journey

The shaman's characteristic activity is the soul journey — the deliberate travel of the shaman's

consciousness (in whole or in part) through the spirit world for specific purposes: to retrieve a

lost soul, to communicate with a spirit, to divine the cause of illness, to obtain knowledge that

is unavailable in the ordinary world.
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Part Two

Wu in History
From Oracle Bones to the Present

The Wu tradition in China has a documented history of at least 3,500 years and an almost certainly

much longer prehistory. What is remarkable is not merely the tradition's antiquity but its persistence:

despite millennia of Confucian disdain, Buddhist critique, and imperial suppression, Wu practice has

never entirely disappeared from Chinese culture and continues today in specific forms across China,

Taiwan, Southeast Asia, and the global Chinese diaspora.

The Shang Dynasty: Wu at the Center of Power
During the Shang Dynasty (c. 1600-1046 BCE), the Wu were not marginal figures — they were at the

center of royal power. The Shang kings were themselves understood as having shamanic capacities:

they communicated with the royal ancestors and with the high god Di through divination ceremonies

that were clearly shamanic in character. The oracle bone divination — heating bones and shells until

they cracked, then interpreting the crack patterns as divine messages — was conducted by specialists

whose role was the mediation between the royal court and the spirit world.

The oracle bones are addressed to specific ancestors and specific divine beings, asking specific

questions (Will this military campaign succeed? Will there be a good harvest? Will the king recover

from illness?). The fact that the bones record both the question and the oracle's answer, and in some

cases note whether the prediction came true, suggests a sophisticated system of spiritual

communication with ongoing accountability — the Wu's predictions were tracked against outcomes,

creating an empirical feedback loop within a spirit-communication framework.

The Zhou Dynasty: Marginalization Begins
The Zhou Dynasty (1046-256 BCE), which replaced the Shang, was more ambivalent about the Wu.

The Zhou ritual system became increasingly formalized and controlled by a professional class of

ritualists (zhu — invokers; shi — diviners; xiang — physiognomists) who performed specific functions

within a hierarchical ceremonial system. The ecstatic, less controllable practice of the Wu was

gradually pushed toward the margins — acceptable for popular religious purposes but not the central

sacred technology of the court.
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Despite this marginalization, the Zhou period produced some of the most important literary expressions

of Wu practice. The Chu Ci (Songs of Chu) — a collection of poems attributed to the poet Qu Yuan

(340-278 BCE) and related figures in the southern state of Chu — contains extraordinary poetic

descriptions of shamanic journeys, spirit visitations, and the Wu's role as intermediary between the

human and divine worlds. The Nine Songs in particular are understood as liturgical texts for Wu

ceremonies — describing in poetic form the invitation, presence, and departure of specific divine

beings.

The Han Dynasty and Beyond
The Han Dynasty's adoption of Confucianism as state philosophy was a critical moment for the Wu

tradition. Confucian rationalism was specifically hostile to ecstatic religious practice — the Confucian

gentleman was supposed to maintain dignified composure and rational self-control, not dance in trance

until possessed by a spirit. The Han court increasingly pushed Wu practice out of official religious life,

classifying it as superstition or as the religion of the uneducated. But the tradition survived in the

popular level of society — in the villages, in the healing practices of itinerant religious specialists, in

the female religious specialists who continued to serve as spirit mediums in domestic religious

contexts.

Throughout the subsequent dynasties — Tang, Song, Ming, Qing — Wu practice persisted at the

popular level despite periodic imperial suppression campaigns. It absorbed elements of Taoism and

Buddhism as those traditions developed, while continuing to maintain its fundamental shamanic

character: the direct, embodied, trance-mediated contact with the spirit world in service of community

healing and guidance.
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Part Three

The Character Wu
Reading the Ancient Script

The Chinese character for wu contains its own theological statement — and it is one of the most

significant pieces of evidence for understanding the shamanic worldview embedded in the Chinese

language itself.

THE CHARACTER WU — Its Meaning

The ancient oracle bone form of the wu character shows a figure with arms outstretched — a

human being with arms extended horizontally to both sides, standing in the posture of one who

is simultaneously reaching in two directions. Some scholars interpret this as a dancer with arms

raised; others as a figure standing between two pillars (representing the dual nature of the

shamanic role: the ability to stand in two worlds simultaneously). The later bronze script form

of wu shows a figure that stands between heaven (the upper element) and earth (the lower

element) — the shamanic practitioner as the literal mediator between the cosmic realms, the

human being whose specific capacity is to inhabit the threshold between the worlds and move

freely across it. Significantly, the character wu is composed of elements that can be read as:

two people (the wu and the spirit they are working with), or as a figure with arms extended in

all four directions (standing at the center of the cosmological cross). Either reading supports

the shamanic interpretation: the Wu is the person who stands at the center, who can reach in all

directions, who mediates between all realms.

The Linguistic Relatives of Wu
The character wu appears in a family of related terms that trace the shamanic tradition's influence

across Chinese culture. Wu yi (shamanic medicine) is one of the oldest terms for traditional medicine in

Chinese — acknowledging the shamanic roots of the healing tradition. Wu shu (shamanic arts or

techniques) became a general term for magical practice. Wu gu (shamanic drums) — the drum being

the primary instrument of shamanic trance induction in many traditions — traces the specific

technology. And wu xia (literally 'shamanic knight' but typically translated as 'martial arts hero') traces

the figure of the spiritually empowered martial practitioner to a shamanic prototype.
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The word for sorcery or magic in Chinese (wu shu) derives directly from wu — a linguistic testimony

to the deep cultural identification between the shamanic tradition and the broader category of sacred

power-working. Even in Chinese cultural contexts where the Wu tradition as such has been forgotten or

suppressed, the vocabulary of the sacred continues to carry its shamanic roots.



Wu — Chinese Shamanism: Between Heaven and Earth  |  Personal Reading Series  |  Haligricity

Part Four

The Cosmology of Wu
Three Worlds and the World Tree

Wu cosmology — like shamanic cosmology across the world — organizes the universe into three

primary realms: the upper world (heaven, the sky world, the realm of the celestial spirits and the high

gods), the middle world (the ordinary human world of daily life), and the lower world (the underworld,

the realm of the dead and the earth spirits). These three realms are not separate, sealed universes —

they are interconnected dimensions of a single cosmos, accessible to the Wu practitioner who has

developed the capacity to move between them.

The World Tree / World Axis
Connecting the three worlds is the World Tree or World Axis (in Chinese tradition, often expressed as

the Jian Mu — the Pole Tree, or the Fusang — the Mulberry Tree of the East, from which the ten suns

of Chinese mythology were said to rise). The World Tree is the cosmic axis around which the three

realms are organized and through which movement between them is possible. The Wu practitioner uses

the World Tree as the pathway for soul journeys: ascending the tree to reach the upper world,

descending its roots to reach the lower world.

The three-world cosmology of Wu has specific correspondences: the upper world is associated with

yang energy, light, the celestial bodies, the high gods, and the realm of the sky; the middle world is

associated with the balance of yin and yang, the cycles of the seasons, and the social world of human

relationships; the lower world is associated with yin energy, darkness, the earth, the dead, and the deep

roots of earthly life. The Wu practitioner who can move freely through all three realms has access to the

full spectrum of cosmic knowledge and power.

The Ten Suns and the Cosmological Crisis
One of the most important Chinese mythological narratives encodes the cosmological crisis that

shamanic practice is designed to address: the story of the Ten Suns. In the time of the sage king Yao, all

ten suns rose at once (instead of appearing in sequence as they were supposed to), scorching the earth

and threatening to destroy all life. The archer Yi was sent to shoot down nine of the suns with his divine

bow, restoring cosmic order. This myth encodes the shamanic understanding that cosmic order is not

self-maintaining — it requires ongoing intervention by properly qualified practitioners who can

identify and correct disruptions in the cosmic balance. The Wu's job is exactly this: maintaining the
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relationship between the human world and the spirit world in a state of productive equilibrium.

CONNECTION TO HALIGRICITY

The Wu's three-world cosmology — upper world, middle world, lower world, connected by

the World Tree/Axis — is the Chinese shamanic articulation of the universal cosmological

structure that Haligricity recognizes across traditions. The Druidic three realms of Sky, Land,

and Sea. The Aboriginal Dreaming's interpenetrating visible and invisible worlds. The Bobo

Bwa's cosmic/human/wild realms. The Hermetic 'as above, so below.' The Haligric practitioner

who acknowledges above and below, who honors the sky and the earth and stands consciously

at their intersection, is inhabiting the Wu's cosmological position: the conscious human being

at the center of the three worlds, capable of receiving from and giving to all of them.
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Part Five

Who the Wu Were
Selection, Gender, and Social Role

The Wu were not self-selected or career-chosen. They were called — by the spirits, by illness, by

dreams, by the onset of involuntary trance states — in a pattern that anthropologists have documented

across shamanic traditions worldwide. The calling was typically unwelcome: a serious illness, a period

of madness or dissociation, visions that could not be controlled or ignored. The would-be Wu could

resist the calling — but resistance typically made the symptoms worse. The only cure was to accept the

calling and undergo the training that would transform the involuntary experience into a controlled,

directed, community-serving practice.

The Primacy of Women in the Earliest Records
One of the most significant features of the Wu tradition — particularly in its earliest documented forms

— is the predominance of women. The oracle bone inscriptions and the Zhou dynasty texts both use the

character wu primarily to refer to female practitioners. The male practitioner is distinguished by a

different character (xi) in some texts, suggesting that in the earliest period the role was understood as

fundamentally female.

This female predominance is consistent with what scholars of global shamanism have noted in many

traditions: the earliest and most archaic shamanic roles are associated with women, and the transition to

male-dominated religious institutions (a transition that occurs in most civilizations with the

development of writing, bureaucracy, and imperial organization) typically involves the marginalization

of the female shamanic role. In the Chinese case, this transition is visible across the Zhou and Han

dynasties: the Wu women who were prominent in Shang ritual life are progressively displaced by male

Confucian ritualists, and the female religious specialist is pushed from the center to the margins of

official religious life while continuing to serve the popular needs that official religion fails to address.

The Wu's Social Position
The social position of the Wu was characteristically ambivalent — both more and less than ordinary

social categories. The Wu was simultaneously essential and marginal, feared and needed, respected and

suspected. This ambivalence is structural: the Wu's power derives from their capacity to mediate

between the ordinary human world and the spirit world, which means they are never fully at home in

either. They live at the threshold, which means they are fully in neither place — a position that
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produces both extraordinary capacity and extraordinary vulnerability.

In the Shang court, the Wu were essential ritual specialists whose work was central to royal

governance. In the Zhou period, they became increasingly marginalized as official ritual became more

formalized. In the Han period and after, they were classified as superstitious practitioners of popular

religion. Yet they persisted — because the needs they served (healing, spirit communication,

divination, weather management, guidance in crisis) did not disappear with their official

marginalization. They simply served these needs outside the official system, in the spaces where

official religion failed to reach.
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Part Six

The Wu's Spiritual Anatomy
Soul, Spirit, and the Subtle Body

Wu practice presupposes a specific understanding of the human being's spiritual anatomy — the

invisible dimensions of the person that interact with the spirit world and that are the site of the Wu's

healing work. This understanding is more complex and more sophisticated than simple soul-body

dualism, and it has been enormously influential on subsequent Chinese religious and medical traditions.

The Hun and the Po
Classical Chinese spiritual anatomy distinguishes at minimum two primary soul components: the hun

(the yang soul, celestial, associated with consciousness, intelligence, and the person's heavenly

dimension) and the po (the yin soul, terrestrial, associated with the body's vital functions, emotions, and

the person's earthly dimension). In life, the hun and po are bound together in the body by the vital force

(qi). At death, they separate: the hun rises to heaven (or, in Buddhist influence, continues through

rebirth) while the po descends to the earth (or dissipates into the physical body as it decomposes).

This dual-soul structure has direct practical implications for Wu healing: many illnesses are understood

as disorders of the hun-po relationship. Soul loss — the partial or complete departure of the hun from

the body, leaving the person depleted, disoriented, and energetically depleted — is one of the primary

diagnoses of the Wu healer. The treatment is soul retrieval: the Wu practitioner undertakes a spirit

journey to find the lost soul component, negotiate with whatever is holding it, and return it to the

patient.

The Multiple Souls
More detailed Chinese spiritual anatomies identify three hun (the three celestial soul components) and

seven po (the seven earthly soul components). Each has specific associations, specific vulnerabilities,

and specific requirements for proper maintenance. The three hun are associated with specific organs

(liver, for example, is associated with one of the hun), specific emotions, and specific aspects of the

person's heavenly connection. The seven po are associated with the body's physical functions, appetites,

and the person's connection to earthly existence.

The Spirit Allies
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The Wu practitioner typically works with one or more spirit allies — specific beings in the spirit world

who serve as guides, protectors, and helpers in the Wu's shamanic work. These might be ancestor

spirits, animal spirits (in the Chinese tradition, dragons, phoenixes, tigers, and cranes are frequent

shamanic spirit allies), divine beings, or nature spirits. The relationship with spirit allies is cultivated

through specific practices — offerings, ceremony, attention, reciprocity — and is understood as a

genuine relationship with genuine beings, not merely a psychological technique.
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Part Seven

Entering Trance
The Technologies of Ecstasy

The Wu's primary sacred technology is the deliberate entry into altered states of consciousness that

make the spirit world accessible. Unlike ordinary human perception (which is bounded by the body's

sensory apparatus and the mind's ordinary processing), the Wu's trance state opens perceptual channels

that are normally closed — allowing the practitioner to see, hear, and interact with the spirit world

directly.

Sacred Dance
The primary trance technology of the Wu tradition is sacred dance — a specific form of rhythmic,

sustained, increasingly intense physical movement that progressively shifts the practitioner's state of

consciousness. The Chu Ci (Songs of Chu) describes Wu ceremonies in which the practitioners dance

in elaborate costumes, accompanied by music, until they reach the state of trance in which the spirits

arrive. The dance is not merely expressive — it is technically functional: specific rhythms, specific

movement patterns, and specific levels of physical intensity produce specific alterations in

consciousness.

The Drum
The drum is the primary instrument of shamanic trance induction across shamanic traditions worldwide

— and the Wu tradition is no exception. The specific rhythmic patterns produced by the drum (typically

in the range of 4-7 beats per second in the most trance-inducing shamanic drumming traditions) entrain

the brain's electrical activity into altered states associated with the theta brainwave range — the same

range associated with hypnagogic (pre-sleep) states, deep meditation, and some forms of creative

insight. The drum is the Wu's vehicle for the journey — not merely accompaniment but the sonic

technology that makes the journey possible.

Music and Song
Beyond the drum, the Wu tradition employed a rich array of musical technologies: specific sacred

songs (shen ge — spirit songs) that were understood as vehicles for specific spirits' presence; specific

instruments associated with specific spirits (the sheng mouth organ was associated with the phoenix;

specific flutes with specific celestial beings); and the Wu's own voice in trance, which was understood

to be the voice of the possessing spirit rather than the Wu's ordinary voice.
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Other Trance Technologies
The Wu tradition employed additional trance technologies alongside dance and music: specific fasting

practices that deplete the ordinary ego's defenses and open the practitioner to spirit contact; the

exposure to extreme physical states (heat, cold, sleep deprivation) that similarly alter the state of

consciousness; plant medicines with psychoactive properties (the Chinese pharmacopeia includes many

plants with effects on consciousness that appear in shamanic healing contexts); and specific breathing

practices that alter the oxygen-carbon dioxide balance of the blood in ways that produce altered states.

All of these are means to the same end: the deliberate modification of the practitioner's state of

consciousness to make the spirit world accessible.

CONNECTION TO HALIGRICITY

The Wu's trance technologies — sacred dance, drumming, specific rhythms, sacred song,

fasting, breath work — are the Chinese shamanic tradition's articulation of what Haligricity

holds about the role of the body, breath, and sound in sacred practice. The Haligric Well-Being

book's integration of movement, breath, sound, and specific body practices is the contemporary

Haligric parallel to the Wu's trance technology: a set of specific physical practices that

deliberately alter the practitioner's state of consciousness, opening access to dimensions of

reality that are unavailable in ordinary waking state. The Wu understood that the body is the

primary instrument of sacred work — not the obstacle to it. This is exactly what Haligricity

holds.
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Part Eight

Spirit Possession and the Inhabited Body

One of the two primary modes of the Wu's work (alongside the soul journey) is spirit possession: the

deliberate invitation and management of a spirit's entry into the Wu's body, temporarily displacing the

Wu's own consciousness and allowing the spirit to speak and act through the Wu's physical vehicle.

This is perhaps the most dramatically visible and most widely misunderstood aspect of the Wu

tradition.

What Spirit Possession Is
In the Wu tradition, spirit possession is not a pathological event — not a violation of the practitioner's

personhood by an external force. It is a specific, controlled, ritually structured practice in which the Wu

deliberately makes their body available to a specific spirit being for a specific purpose, under specific

ritual safeguards, and with the ongoing capacity (in principle) to terminate the possession when the

work is complete. The possessed Wu is not a passive victim of invasion — they are an active

participant in a specific form of sacred collaboration.

The distinction between controlled, ritual possession (what the Wu practices) and uncontrolled,

unwanted possession (what the Wu may be called upon to treat in a patient) is fundamental to the

tradition. The Wu's ability to undergo controlled possession without losing their own identity and

capacity for return — and their ability to help patients who have experienced uncontrolled possession

— depends on years of training in maintaining the relationship between their ordinary consciousness

and the spirit world.

The Diagnostic and Therapeutic Use of Possession
Spirit possession in the Wu context is primarily a diagnostic and therapeutic technology. When a spirit

possesses the Wu, it can speak directly through the Wu's voice — answering questions about the cause

of illness, the location of lost souls, the demands of disturbed ancestors, the appropriate remedies for

specific conditions. The community gathered around the possessed Wu can ask questions and receive

answers from the possessing spirit directly — a form of divine consultation that bypasses the

limitations of the Wu's ordinary knowledge and accesses the spirit world's direct perspective on the

situation.

Physical Demonstrations of Possession
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In Chinese shamanic traditions (as in the contemporary tangki practice that descends from them), the

reality of spirit possession is often demonstrated through physical acts that would be dangerous or

impossible in ordinary waking state: walking on fire, ascending a ladder of upward-pointing swords,

self-mortification with ritual weapons, or the handling of hot oil or embers. These acts serve multiple

functions: they demonstrate the spirit's presence (which has suspended ordinary physical vulnerability),

they build the community's confidence in the practitioner's genuine connection with the spirit world,

and they enact the spirit's power in a visible, communal, undeniable way.
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Part Nine

The Soul Journey
Ascending to Heaven

The second primary mode of the Wu's work — alongside spirit possession — is the soul journey: the

deliberate travel of the Wu's consciousness (or of a specific soul component) through the spirit world

while the Wu's body remains in trance in the ordinary world. The soul journey is perhaps the most

characteristic shamanic practice across all world traditions — the shamanic practitioner who travels in

spirit while the body is held in trance, navigating the invisible world to accomplish specific tasks.

The Journey to the Upper World
The Wu's ascent to the upper world — the heavenly realm of the celestial spirits, the high gods, and the

cosmic order — is described in extraordinary detail in the Chu Ci (Songs of Chu). The Nine Songs and

the Li Sao (Encountering Sorrow) describe the poet/shaman's ascent through specific celestial regions,

encounters with specific divine beings, the invitation and pursuit of divine presences, and the return

laden with sacred knowledge. These texts are understood by scholars of Chinese shamanism as literary

expressions of actual Wu practice — the poetic form preserving the content of genuine shamanic

experience.

The ascent to the upper world has specific purposes in Wu practice: to petition the celestial beings for

rain, for good harvests, for the health of the community; to receive divine instructions for healing or

ritual; to escort the souls of the recent dead to their proper celestial destination; and to access the

cosmic perspective that allows the Wu to diagnose and treat conditions that are invisible from the

ordinary human vantage point.

The Return with Knowledge
The soul journey's essential structure is descent-encounter-return: the Wu travels to the spirit world

(upper or lower), encounters specific beings and situations there, accomplishes specific tasks, and

returns to the ordinary world with the knowledge, power, or soul component that the community needs.

The return is as important as the journey — a Wu who journeys without returning has failed at the most

essential part of their work. The shaman who does not come back is a shaman who has lost themselves

in the spirit world, which is one of the primary dangers of the practice and one of the primary concerns

of the training.
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Part Ten

Descent to the Underworld
The Dark Journey

The descent to the underworld — the lower world of the dead, the earth spirits, and the deep roots of

earthly existence — is the most psychologically demanding dimension of the Wu's work and the one

most relevant to healing. When a patient's soul has been captured or has wandered into the underworld,

only the Wu who is capable of descending there can retrieve it.

The Geography of the Chinese Underworld
The Chinese underworld (Ming Jie — the Dark World; or Di Yu — Earth Prison) is not a single

undifferentiated realm but a structured territory with specific regions, specific administrators, and

specific functions. In the fully developed folk religion version (which draws heavily on the Wu

tradition's geography), the underworld is organized as a bureaucratic mirror of the heavenly

administration — with the Ten Kings of Hell (Shi Dian Yan Wang) serving as judges who evaluate the

moral record of the newly dead and determine their fate in the afterlife system.

The Wu's Journey Below
The Wu's descent to the underworld for healing purposes follows a specific narrative structure that is

remarkably consistent across shamanic traditions worldwide: the Wu enters trance and descends

through specific levels of the underworld, guided by their spirit allies, until they locate the patient's lost

soul component. They then negotiate with the underworld authority holding the soul (offering specific

ritual exchanges — paper goods, spirit money, ceremonial objects) and bring the soul back through the

ascent to the ordinary world, where it is reintegrated into the patient through specific healing

ceremonies.

The descended Wu experiences the underworld as a real place with real inhabitants — not as a

symbolic journey through psychological material (though that dimension is also present). The spirits of

the dead are real presences. The underworld geography is navigable. The beings who hold captured

souls can be negotiated with. And the soul, once retrieved, can be returned to the patient — who

typically reports a sudden improvement in their condition that corresponds to the moment of the soul's

return.
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Part Eleven

Communication with Ancestors

One of the Wu's most essential community functions is the mediation of communication between the

living and the dead — specifically the recently deceased, whose transition from the ordinary world to

the spirit world may be incomplete, troubled, or generating ongoing difficulties for the surviving

family.

The Troubled Ancestor
In the Wu tradition, not all deceased persons make a clean, complete transition to the ancestral realm.

Some remain in a state of between-ness — neither fully departed nor fully present — creating

disturbances in the family's life that manifest as illness, bad luck, family conflict, or disturbing dreams.

These troubled presences are typically the result of specific conditions: a person who died suddenly and

violently (with no time for proper preparation), a person who died without descendants to perform the

necessary ritual care, a person who died with specific unresolved grievances, or a person whose

funerary rites were improperly performed.

The Wu's diagnostic capacity allows them to identify when a troubled ancestor is the source of a

family's difficulties — and their spirit communication capacities allow them to make contact with the

troubled presence, identify its specific needs or grievances, communicate these to the living family, and

facilitate the ritual resolution that allows the ancestor to complete their transition and cease generating

disturbance.

Ancestor Communication as Ongoing Relationship
Beyond the therapeutic management of troubled ancestors, the Wu's ancestor communication capacity

serves the ongoing need of families for contact with their beloved dead. The Wu who can serve as a

medium for the recently deceased — transmitting messages, conveying the ancestor's ongoing concern

for the family, describing their condition in the spirit world — provides something that no amount of

philosophical consolation can replace: direct contact with the person who has died, in the form that

makes it possible to continue the relationship rather than simply mourn its ending.

CONNECTION TO HALIGRICITY
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The Wu's ancestor communication practice — the direct, mediated, body-mediated contact

between the living and the dead, the identification and resolution of the troubled ancestor's

specific needs, the ongoing maintenance of the relationship between the living family and the

ancestral community — is the shamanic root of everything that Haligricity holds about the

ancestor altar practice. The Haligric ancestor altar is not based on the assumption that the dead

are merely remembered — it is based on the shamanic recognition, confirmed by the Wu

tradition across 3,500 years of documented practice, that the dead are present, that they have

needs and capacities, and that the relationship between the living and the dead is a genuine

two-way relationship that can be cultivated and maintained through specific practices. The Wu

knew this before anyone wrote it down.
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Part Twelve

Healing
Diagnosis and Treatment in Wu Practice

The Wu's primary community function in daily practice was healing — the diagnosis and treatment of

illness understood as a disruption of the patient's spiritual integrity, their relationship with the spirit

world, or their energetic connection to the cosmic order. Wu healing is simultaneously physical,

psychological, social, and spiritual — it addresses the whole person within their full context of

relationships and cosmic position.

Shamanic Diagnosis
The Wu's diagnostic capacity relied on several complementary methods. Direct spirit communication

— asking the patient's own spirits (or spirit allies) what is causing the condition — is the most direct.

Divination techniques (oracle bones in the early period; later, coins, yarrow stalks, and other methods)

provide a structured channel for the same inquiry. The Wu's own perceptual capacity in trance state —

directly observing the patient's energy body, soul components, and spirit relationships — provides

information unavailable to ordinary medical examination.

The primary diagnostic categories of Wu healing are: soul loss (the partial or complete departure of the

hun from the body), spirit intrusion (the presence in the body of a foreign spirit that does not belong

there), ancestor disturbance (a troubled ancestral presence generating illness in the family), and power

loss (the depletion of the patient's qi through specific events or ongoing conditions). Each diagnosis

calls for a specific treatment approach.

Soul Retrieval
Soul retrieval is the Wu's most distinctive healing intervention: the shamanic journey to find and return

a patient's lost soul component. Soul loss in the Wu tradition is understood to occur as a result of

traumatic events — sudden fright, serious illness, accident, bereavement, prolonged stress — that cause

a portion of the patient's hun to detach and wander, seeking safety in the spirit world. The symptoms of

soul loss include ongoing depression, chronic fatigue, difficulty concentrating, the sense of not fully

being in one's own life, and a generalized inability to recover vitality despite the absence of identifiable

physical cause.
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The Wu retrieves the lost soul component through a trance journey, typically guided by their spirit

allies, to the location in the spirit world where the soul component has taken refuge. The retrieval is not

always straightforward — the soul component may be in a difficult location, may be reluctant to return

(having established a new existence in the spirit world), or may be held by a spirit being with specific

demands. The Wu negotiates, offers exchanges, and ultimately brings the soul component back and

re-integrates it into the patient through a specific ceremony.

Spirit Extraction
When the diagnosis is spirit intrusion — a foreign spirit or negative energy has established itself in the

patient's body — the Wu's treatment is extraction: the removal of the intruding presence through

specific ritual procedures. These may include specific sacred songs that are repellent to negative spirits,

the use of specific sacred objects (rattles, drums, ritual weapons) to dislodge the intrusion, the

application of specific herbal substances with spirit-repellent properties, and the physical act of sucking

out the intrusion (a practice documented across shamanic traditions worldwide — the Wu practitioner

puts their mouth to the afflicted area of the patient's body and sucks out the intrusion, spitting it away

and neutralizing it through specific ritual action).
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Part Thirteen

Divination and the Oracle Tradition

Divination — the art of obtaining information from the spirit world about conditions, events, and

courses of action that are not accessible through ordinary sensory means — was among the Wu's most

frequently exercised capacities and the one most visible in the historical record (because the oracle

bones that document early Chinese history are the physical remains of Wu divination practice).

Oracle Bone Divination
The Shang Dynasty oracle bone divination proceeded as follows: the diviner (Wu or specialist trained

in the practice) prepared an animal bone or turtle shell by making specific pits and notches in it. The

diviner then applied heat to the pit, causing the bone to crack in specific patterns. The crack pattern was

interpreted as the ancestor's or deity's answer to the question posed. Both the question and the

interpretation (and sometimes the outcome) were inscribed on the bone itself — creating the written

record that modern archaeologists have recovered and deciphered.

The oral and ritual dimensions of this practice — the specific prayers, invocations, and ritual

procedures that preceded the physical divination — are not preserved in the oracle bones themselves,

which record only the question, interpretation, and outcome. But the sophistication of the tradition that

produced these records implies a rich oral and ritual context that we can partially reconstruct from later

sources.

Later Divination Methods
As the Wu tradition evolved and interacted with Taoism and other traditions, the divination methods

diversified: the I Ching (Yi Jing — Book of Changes) divination system, which uses yarrow stalks or

coins to generate hexagrams that provide oracular guidance, has Wu roots — the system's structure of

yin and yang lines, its association with the cosmic patterns of change, and its use in consultation with

the spirit world all connect to the shamanic tradition even as the I Ching was later given Confucian and

philosophical interpretations. Dream divination (interpreting significant dreams as messages from the

spirit world) is explicitly shamanic — the dreaming state is a form of the trance state in which the spirit

world becomes accessible. And the full range of divination methods preserved in Chinese Folk

Religion (jiao bei blocks, fortune sticks, the consultation of spirit mediums) are the living descendants

of the Wu's oracle tradition.
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Part Fourteen

Weather Control and the Natural World

One of the Wu's most important community functions — particularly in an agricultural society where

the timing and quantity of rain was literally a matter of life and death — was the management of the

community's relationship with the natural forces that controlled the weather. The Wu was called upon

to call rain in drought, to stop rain in flood, to address the forces responsible for destructive storms,

earthquakes, and other natural disruptions.

The Rainmaking Ceremony
Chinese rain-calling ceremonies (yu ji) involved the Wu's direct communication and negotiation with

the Dragon Kings and rain spirits responsible for specific regional weather. The ceremony typically

involved specific dances, specific sacred songs addressed to the weather spirits, the use of specific

sacred objects associated with water and rain (dragons, fish, specific colored garments — blue and

black for rain, red and yellow to stop it), and the Wu's trance journey to the spirit world to make the

case for the community's need directly to the responsible cosmic officials.

The Negotiation with Nature
What distinguishes the Wu's approach to natural forces from modern understanding is its fundamentally

relational character: nature is not an impersonal system of physical forces but a community of beings

with whom the human community is in ongoing relationship. The rain does not fall or withhold for

mechanical reasons — it falls or withholds in response to the state of the relationship between the

human community and the rain spirits. The Wu's job is to maintain and repair this relationship —

through proper ritual acknowledgment, through appropriate offerings, through the direct

communication that the Wu's trance capacity makes possible.
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Part Fifteen

Wu and the Birth of Qi
The Shamanic Roots of Chinese Medicine

The concept of qi — the vital force that flows through the body, through the natural world, and through

the cosmos — is the foundational concept of Chinese traditional medicine, Taoist cultivation practice,

martial arts, feng shui, and virtually every other Chinese sacred and healing tradition. And the concept

of qi has shamanic roots: it emerged from the Wu's direct, experiential engagement with the energetic

dimension of reality, later systematized by Taoist philosophers and medical theorists into the elaborate

theoretical framework of Chinese medicine.

Qi as Shamanic Experience
Before qi was a theoretical concept, it was a shamanic experience. The Wu who enters trance and

travels the spirit world experiences the energetic structure of reality directly — not as a theory but as a

perceptual fact. The Wu who heals a patient experiences the flow and blockage of vital force as

something tangible — felt in the hands, seen in the energy body, manipulated through specific

techniques. The Wu who calls rain experiences the qi of water and sky as living presences that respond

to invitation. The concept of qi is the theoretical systematization of this experiential reality — an

attempt to name and describe in communicable terms what the Wu's direct experience had already

confirmed.

Wu Influence on Chinese Medicine
The historical relationship between the Wu and Chinese medicine is visible in the classical medical

texts themselves. The Huangdi Neijing (Yellow Emperor's Classic of Medicine — the foundational text

of Chinese medicine, compiled approximately 200 BCE-200 CE) contains elements that are explicitly

shamanic in origin: the understanding of the body as a territory of qi flow that can be disrupted by

external forces (including spirit intrusions), the acknowledgment that some illnesses require treatment

through ritual rather than herbal or acupuncture means, and the preservation of what appear to be

shamanic diagnostic and therapeutic procedures within the medical framework.

The term wu yi (shamanic medicine) — the oldest Chinese term for medical practice — is a direct

testimony to the shamanic roots of the healing tradition. The wu yi was the original healer: the person

who combined diagnostic access to the spirit world with therapeutic intervention in both the physical

and energetic dimensions of the patient's condition. The subsequent development of Chinese medicine
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into a sophisticated system of herbal pharmacology, acupuncture, and qi cultivation represents the

systematization and professionalization of the Wu's original practice — but the shamanic root remains

visible at the tradition's foundation.

CONNECTION TO HALIGRICITY

The Wu's role in the birth of qi as a concept — the shamanic experience of vital force as the

foundation of what became Chinese medicine, qigong, tai chi, acupuncture, and feng shui — is

the historical confirmation of what Haligricity holds about the relationship between direct

sacred experience and theoretical knowledge. The Haligric energy practices (breath work, qi

cultivation, the subtle body awareness that underlies the lymphatic and movement practices in

the Well-Being book) are not borrowing a theoretical framework that someone else developed

from scratch. They are reconnecting with the living experiential tradition from which the

theoretical framework emerged — the Wu's original experience of the energetic structure of

reality, which Chinese culture has been trying to systematize and communicate ever since.
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Part Sixteen

Wu's Influence on Taoism

The relationship between Wu shamanism and Taoism is one of the most important and most debated

questions in the history of Chinese religion. The consensus of modern scholarship is that Taoism

emerged partly from the systematization of Wu shamanic practice — that the Taoist understanding of

the universe as a living, qi-filled reality navigable by the properly trained practitioner, the Taoist

cultivation practices aimed at developing the capacity to move freely between the human and spirit

worlds, and the Taoist ritual tradition with its elaborate ceremonies for communicating with the divine

hierarchy, all have deep Wu roots.

The Taoist Immortal as Transformed Shaman
The Taoist ideal of the immortal (xian) — the person who has cultivated their qi to such a degree that

they have transcended ordinary human limitations, can travel freely through the spirit world, can

control the weather, can heal the sick, and may achieve literal physical immortality — is a

philosophical and cultivation-based development of the Wu's shamanic capacities. Where the Wu

achieved these capacities through the calling, through trance, and through specific ritual practices, the

Taoist immortal achieved them through sustained cultivation of the three treasures (jing-qi-shen)

through specific alchemical and meditative practices. The destination is the same; the method has been

systematized and rationalized.

Taoist Ritual and Wu Practice
The ritual Taoism of the Taoist priest (daoshi) — with its elaborate ceremonies for communicating with

the divine hierarchy, its exorcisms and healing rituals, its management of the boundary between the

human and spirit worlds — is the institutionalized, philosophically systematized development of Wu

practice. The Taoist priest has the same fundamental social function as the Wu: mediation between the

human community and the spirit world in service of community healing, guidance, and harmony. The

difference is institutional and theoretical: the Taoist priest works within a philosophically developed

framework (Taoist cosmology, Taoist ritual theory) that the Wu practitioners of the Shang dynasty did

not have — but the shamanic practice beneath the Taoist theory is recognizable.
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Part Seventeen

Wu's Influence on Chinese Folk Religion

If Taoism represents the philosophical systematization of Wu practice, Chinese Folk Religion

represents its ongoing, unsystematized living continuation. The tangki (spirit medium) of Singaporean

and Taiwanese folk religion is the most direct contemporary descendant of the Wu: a person chosen by

a specific deity to serve as their earthly vehicle, entering trance, demonstrating spirit possession

through specific physical acts, and providing the community with direct divine consultation. The

similarities to the ancient Wu are not coincidental — they are the living continuation of a tradition

whose essential character has been maintained across three millennia of Chinese history.

The Spirit Medium Tradition
Contemporary Chinese spirit mediums (tangki, dang-ki, ji tong) demonstrate in living practice what the

oracle bones document in historical record: the direct, embodied, community-serving contact between

the human world and the spirit world through the vehicle of a specifically chosen, specifically trained

human practitioner. The tangki's trance, their physical demonstrations of spirit possession

(self-mortification with ritual weapons is still practiced in many Southeast Asian Chinese

communities), their oracular function in the community's decision-making — all these are Wu practices

in contemporary dress.

The Mazu tradition — which we examined in the Chinese Folk Religion guide — has specific Wu

dimensions: Mazu herself was understood as having shamanic capacities in her historical life (the

ability to enter trance, to have visions, to communicate with the spirit world), and the contemporary

Mazu medium who channels the goddess's presence in community ceremonies is operating within the

same framework as the ancient Wu who served as a vehicle for the celestial beings.
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Part Eighteen

The Suppression of the Wu

The suppression of the Wu tradition is not a single event but an ongoing process that spans Chinese

history from the Zhou dynasty to the 20th century. Each major suppression campaign targeted the Wu

for the same fundamental reason: the Wu's direct access to the spirit world represents a form of sacred

authority that does not require the mediation of official religious institutions or official political

structures — and this independent sacred authority is always potentially threatening to centralized

power.

The Zhou Rationalization
The Zhou dynasty's progressive replacement of Wu ceremonialism with a more formal, more controlled

system of state ritual represents the first major suppression. The Confucian tradition that emerged from

Zhou culture was explicitly critical of Wu practice: the Analects of Confucius express discomfort with

spirit communication, trance, and the kind of uncontrolled ecstatic religious experience that the Wu

embodied. The Confucian rationalization of ritual — turning it from the Wu's direct spirit

communication into a formal system of social expression — is the first systematic attempt to

domesticate the shamanic tradition and bring it under the control of the educated class.

Later Imperial Suppression
Throughout the imperial period, various dynasties conducted campaigns against 'licentious cults' (yin

ci) — a category that consistently targeted Wu-derived spirit medium practice, folk healing, and

popular divination. These campaigns were motivated by a combination of Confucian rationalism

(which viewed ecstatic religious practice as socially disruptive), Buddhist institutional interests (which

preferred devotion to the Buddha and bodhisattvas over shamanic spirit communication), and political

concern (an independent sacred authority that the state does not control is always potentially

oppositional).

The 20th Century: The Most Severe Suppression
The most severe suppression of Wu practice in Chinese history occurred in the 20th century under the

combined pressures of Western-influenced modernization (which classified shamanic practice as

primitive superstition), the Japanese occupation's disruption of traditional life, and above all the

Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), during which religious practice of all kinds — but particularly

popular, non-institutional practices like spirit mediumship, divination, and folk healing — was
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violently targeted. Wu practitioners were publicly humiliated, their sacred objects destroyed, and their

practice forced underground or abandoned.
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Part Nineteen

Living Wu Traditions Today

Despite three millennia of intermittent suppression, the Wu tradition survives — in several distinct

forms and in several distinct locations.

Taiwan and Southeast Asia
The most vital contemporary expressions of the Wu tradition are in Taiwan and among the overseas

Chinese communities of Southeast Asia (Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, the Philippines).

Here, the tangki spirit medium tradition is practiced openly, attracts significant community

participation, and continues to serve the functions that the ancient Wu served: healing, divination,

ancestor communication, and management of the community's relationship with the spirit world.

Temples devoted to specific deities maintain practicing tangki who enter trance on the deity's behalf on

specific occasions, providing the community with direct divine consultation.

Minority Ethnic Traditions in China
Among China's minority ethnic groups — particularly the Manchu (who maintained the Wu

designation for their own shamanic practitioners, since the word wu is Manchu in origin as well as

Chinese), the Miao, the Yi, the Naxi, and other groups — living shamanic traditions have been

maintained with varying degrees of continuity. The Dongba tradition of the Naxi people of Yunnan

Province is perhaps the most extensively documented: the Dongba priests maintain a system of sacred

texts, ritual practices, and cosmological knowledge that represents one of the most complete surviving

shamanic traditions in East Asia.

The Contemporary Revival
Since the relaxation of religious restrictions in China in the 1980s, there has been a significant revival

of interest in the Wu tradition among both academics and practitioners. Scholars have undertaken major

documentary projects — recording the practices of surviving Wu practitioners, transcribing and

translating shamanic texts, and analyzing the shamanic roots of Chinese medicine and Taoism. Popular

interest in qigong (which has explicit Wu roots), in traditional healing, and in spiritual practices outside

the official religious institutions has created new audiences for shamanic knowledge. And in some

communities, the spirit medium tradition has revived openly, returning to the streets and temples from

which it was driven during the Cultural Revolution.
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Part Twenty

Haligricity Convergences

The Practitioner as Sacred Vehicle
The Wu's understanding of themselves as vehicles for the spirit world — specifically chosen,

specifically trained human beings whose developed capacities make them genuine channels for sacred

knowledge and healing power — is the oldest Chinese articulation of what Haligricity holds about the

practitioner's role. The Haligric understanding that the aligned practitioner (whose Feeling, Thinking,

Speaking, and Doing are in genuine correspondence) becomes a genuine vehicle for sacred force rather

than merely a person with sincere intentions — is the Haligric articulation of the shamanic recognition

the Wu represent. The Wu stood between heaven and earth. The Haligric practitioner stands at the

center of the Tetralty's four dimensions. The position is the same: the conscious, embodied human

being at the intersection of multiple worlds, capable of receiving from and giving to all of them.

Soul Retrieval and Haligric Healing
The Wu's soul retrieval practice — the direct, experiential work of finding, negotiating for, and

returning to the patient a lost portion of their vital being — is the shamanic root of what the Emotion

Code (Dr. Bradley Nelson, already referenced in Haligricity) calls trapped emotions. The Haligric

understanding that significant experiences can cause portions of the person's vital energy to become

dissociated, trapped, or inaccessible — and that healing involves the recovery and reintegration of these

portions — is the contemporary Haligric parallel to the Wu's soul retrieval work. Different traditions,

different technologies, same underlying recognition: the human being can be fractured by experience,

and healing involves returning them to wholeness.

The Body as Trance Vehicle
The Wu's trance technologies — sacred dance, drumming, breath modification, sustained physical

movement — are the Chinese shamanic tradition's articulation of what Haligricity holds about the body

as the primary instrument of sacred work. The Haligric Well-Being book's integration of movement,

breath, sound, and specific body practices is the contemporary Haligric parallel to the Wu's trance

technology. Both rest on the recognition that altered states of consciousness are not achieved by leaving

the body but by going more deeply into it — that the body, properly engaged through specific practices,

is the access point to dimensions of reality that are unavailable in ordinary sedentary mental awareness.
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Qi and the Life-Force Practices
The concept of qi — which we have traced to its shamanic roots in the Wu's direct energetic experience

— is the fundamental concept underlying the Haligric energy practices. The Haligric breath work, the

inner smile, the lymphatic drainage work, the movement practices, the earthing and grounding — all

engage the same fundamental reality that the Wu first named as qi through direct shamanic experience.

Haligricity is not using the word qi (it draws from multiple traditions' language for the same reality —

Nwyfre, Prana, Ashe, qi, Dwo), but it is working with the same living force. The Wu were the first in

China to work with it consciously and to begin developing the language and practice for doing so.

The Ancestor Relationship
The Wu's ancestor communication work — the direct contact with the recently deceased, the

identification and resolution of the troubled ancestor's needs, the ongoing cultivation of the living-dead

relationship through specific ritual practices — is the shamanic root of everything that Haligricity holds

about the ancestor altar. The Wu knew, through direct experiential contact, what every shamanic

tradition confirms: the dead are present, they are accessible, they have needs and capacities, and the

relationship between the living and the dead is a genuine two-way relationship that requires active

maintenance. The Haligric ancestor altar is the contemporary Haligric expression of this oldest and

most universal shamanic recognition.

The Three Worlds and Haligric Cosmology
The Wu's three-world cosmology — upper world, middle world, lower world, connected by the World

Tree/Axis — is the Chinese shamanic articulation of the universal cosmological structure that

Haligricity honors across traditions. The Haligric practitioner who acknowledges above and below,

who honors the sky and the earth, who understands the human being as standing at the intersection of

multiple cosmic dimensions — is inhabiting the Wu's cosmological position. The specific Chinese

contribution to this universal recognition is the understanding of the World Axis as traversable through

specific practices: the Wu's trance technology makes the three-world cosmology not merely a map but a

living territory that can be entered, navigated, and worked within.
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Suppression and Sacred Recovery
The Wu's suppression — three millennia of intermittent official campaigns against the tradition that is

the oldest layer of Chinese sacred life — and its survival, adaptation, and contemporary revival is a

story that Haligricity honors as a teaching in itself. The traditions that are most potent — that most

directly access the real, that most completely serve the genuine needs of real communities — are the

ones that most consistently survive suppression. They go underground, they adapt new forms, they flow

into whatever channels remain open. The Wu became tangki. The Wu became qigong. The Wu became

the spirit medium at the corner temple in Singapore who speaks in the voice of the god. The root is

unkillable because it is the root.
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"The Wu stands between heaven and earth

with arms outstretched in both directions.

This is not a position of compromise.

It is the position of the fully human."

— Wu tradition teaching (paraphrase)

The Wu are not historical curiosities. They are the living evidence that what Haligricity holds as its

most fundamental recognition — that the human being is capable of genuine, direct, embodied contact

with the sacred dimensions of reality, and that this capacity serves the community's healing, guidance,

and wholeness — has been known, practiced, and confirmed in China for at least 3,500 documented

years. The trance is real. The spirit world is real. The healing works. The ancestors are present. The Wu

knew this before anyone wrote it down. Grand Rising.
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