
 
 

USIL INTERNATIONAL CENTER FOR STUDY AND RESEARCH 
Course: Healing and Shamanism in Andean and Amazonian Culture 
Professor: Oscar Ortega 
Number of contact hours: 48 
Credits: 3 
Recommended level: junior or senior 

COURSE SUMMARY 
This course introduces students to ancient and current traditional healing and shamanic practices 
and beliefs in the Andean and Amazonian worlds, focusing upon their origins in the pre-Columbian 
period and their development over time. We will discuss traditional concepts of health and illness, 
the roles and status of ritual specialists in native societies, the importance of sacred and medicinal 
plants and other natural resources, and the interaction of ancient Andean heritage with the 
contemporary cultural context of modern Peru. Field trips will enable students to experience 
firsthand traditional healing and healing-related practices. 
 TOPIC / LEARNING ACTIVITY / ASSESSMENT ACTIVITY HOURS 
 UNIT 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE COURSE  
1.  What is shamanism? Traditional healing and how it is distinguished from modern 

medicine. 
3 

 UNIT 2: ANCIENT ANDEAN RELIGION AND HEALING PRACTICES.  
2.  Religion and healing in pre-Columbian Andean cultures: common beliefs and 

practices.     
3 

3.  Ancient diseases and pathologies. 2 
4.  Ritual specialists, their categories and functions. 1 

  UNIT 3: HEALING AND SHAMANISM IN HIGHLAND AND JUNGLE CULTURES TODAY: 
USES OF SACRED PLANTS. 

 

6.  The Spanish conquest and European diseases. 1 
7.  Health, illness and healing practices in today’s Andes. 1 
8.  The coca leaf and related traditions in Andean culture. 1 
9.  *Field trip to the village of Huasao: healing and divination traditions in Cusco today. 4 
10.  *Field trip to the Coca Museum. 2 
11.  Ayahuasca and the jungle tradition of consuming hallucinogenic substances. 3 
12.  Mid-term exam. 1 
13.  *Field trip to Taray and Pisac: interview with a Shipibo Ayahuasca master and a visit 

to the Pisac Botanical Garden. 
5 

14.  Wachuma, willca, tobacco, toé and other sacred plants. 3 
15.  Chicha, brewing and feasting in the Andes.  1 
16.  Medicinal plants and their qualities. 3 
17.  *Field trip to Cusco’s central market: sacred and medicinal plants. 3 

  UNIT 4: FUSION AND INTERACTION OF TRADITIONAL PRACTICES WITH 
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY. 

 

19.  Contemporary uses of old practices: New Age spirituality, new religions, art. 2 
20.  Tourism and the commercialization of traditional culture. 1 
21.  *Field trip to a tour agency offering psychedelic experiences. 3 
22.  Film: “Ayahuasca, vine of the soul” 1 
23.  Debate about the contemporary use of hallucinogenic plants and traditional healing 

practices. 
1 



 
 

  UNIT 5: WRAP-UP  
24.  Final seminar: students’ presentations 2 
25.  Final exam 1 
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