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Author’s Note




This work is the junction of my professional path, cultural reflection, and personal search. Years of working in the domains of public health, literature, culture, and anthropology have helped me really see the complex relationship between the soul, mental health, and culture. I learnt to see that human suffering is often a rupture in existence, beliefs, and connections rather than a physiological one. With this insight, my view of the Sām-Ūpmā Mundhum Philosophy surfaced. 




Within the Kirat Limbu group, where I have found lifetime affinity, the Mundhum custom is not only a collection of old legends but also a deep philosophical system. Still, I have noticed that this idea is under-represented in scholarly, clinical, and worldwide discussions. This insight motivated me to record and present this perspective in the framework of a disciplined philosophical work.




Deeply impacting human life, not just culturally but also therapeutically, the fundamental ideas—Sām (soul), Ūpmā (the ritual of soul-calling), and Mundhum (oral knowledge)—influence each other. Through field contacts, personal experience, spiritual encounters, and scholarly research, I have confirmed these ideas. 




Writing this book, I have tried to combine my thoughts, the wisdom of Kirat community elders, insights from attending traditional ceremonies, and critical knowledge from contemporary psychology, culture, and anthropology. The Sām-Ūpmā Mundhum itself is multidimensional, intergenerational, and comprehensive in character; hence, I would rather not restrict myself inside the lines of any one academic field. 




This approach, in my opinion, can greatly help alternative therapeutic models grow, question colonial mental health norms, and promote cultural self-awareness. It is not just the pride of the Kirat Limbu people, but a shared human wisdom. 




As I worked on the book, I came to see that Western biomedical models frequently struggle to understand the language of the soul. Actually, soul-loss is a common experience in our society that calls for interpretation through our stories, myths, legends, and ceremonies. For this reason, this book includes cultural, emotional, and scholarly discussions. 




With this book, hopefully, readers will be moved to see the healing power of their cultures and to pay attention to the dialogues inside themselves. 




I dedicate this work to all the traditional knowledge bearers of the Kirat Limbu community—my teachers, friends, readers, and all other fellow travellers on the road to human consciousness.




Dr. Nawa Raj Subba 

Author
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1.1 Kirat-Indigenous Soul, Knowledge 

The Sām-Ūpmā Mundhum Philosophy is an indigenous philosophical framework of the Kirat Limbu people of eastern Nepal that is rooted in their vibrant oral traditions and lived experience. It is Kirat Limbu’s indigenous knowledge on soul and Mental Harmony Philosophy. In this aspect, three interrelated concepts imply Sām (the soul), Ūpmā (the ritual [act of invoking the soul]), and Mundhum (oral tradition and philosophy). Collectively, they provide a culturally grounded view of health, personhood, and healing that shifts dramatically from dominant paradigms of biology and Western psychology (Chemjong, 2003; Sagant, 1996).

This concept sees psychological and emotional pain as a result of a soul loss or a failure to connect with one’s inner being. Ūpmā is a social-spiritual ritual that unifies a lost soul and brings harmony. This chapter seeks to ground the Sām-Ūpmā philosophy in broader discourses on mental health, indigenous epistemologies, and decolonial thought and provide a scientific, ordered account of it (Smith, 2012; Kovach, 2009).

1.2 Fundamental Ideas

1.2.1 Sām, or Soul

The sām is the soul, or animating power, that defines an individual’s metaphysical identity. In Limbu ontology, well-being is defined by the integrity and existence of the sām. If the soul moves, the person may suffer emotional, psychological, or physical sickness (Gone, 2013). Sām blends emotional and spiritual life as opposed to the dichotomy of mind and body seen in philosophy of the West.

1.2.2 Ūpmā (Returning the Soul)

As it is a sacred tradition, Ūpmā is intended to reconnect someone with his or her soul. It may require song, invocation, music, and correcting the symbolic point of the soul. Carried out by shamans or elders known as Sāmba or phedangba/ma, this ceremony represents relational and spiritual healing and, thus, heralds’ harmony with oneself, the family, the environment, and ancestors (Sagant, 1996).

1.2.3 Mundhum, Oral Knowledge/Philosophy

Mundhum is the epistemic foundation of the Kirat Limbu tradition, encompassing myths, ceremonials, moral codes, cosmology, and history. Passed down orally from generation to generation, it serves as both spiritual and therapeutic guidance and as a cultural archive. This means that both the community memory embodied in communal existence and the explicit interpretative frameworks (both of which exist simultaneously) help us understand suffering and healing (Kovach, 2009).

1.3 Intellectual Organization

1.3.1 Human Survival and the Function of the Soul

According to the Sām-Ūpmā philosophy, human beings are interconnected with nature, community, ancestors, and the metaphysical universe. The sām or soul is one aspect of this dynamic web of interactions, not an independent being. People think of illness as a disruption to these relationships rather than simply a biochemical or psychological dysfunction (Kirmayer et al, 2014).

1.3.2. Soul Loss and Mental Illness

The loss of the self, often resulting from trauma, grief, or spiritual neglect, can manifest in symptoms similar to depression, anxiety, or disassociation. We see those as spiritual dislocations and psychological problems. In this manner, the Ūpmā ritual becomes a therapeutic tool designed to induce harmony through the relational, narrative, and spiritual reconnection (Gone, 2013).

1.3.3 Ūpmā: The Restorative Redeemer

Clinical and impersonal traditional psychiatry sometimes stands in stark contrast to Ūpmā rituals, which are participatory, symbolic, and steeped in community. They are really helpful in keeping the personal narrative within the larger cosmological and societal context. The emergence of the psychotherapeutic process thus avails itself of narrative, ritual, and social reintegration (Watkins & Shulman, 2008) in relational modalities that are also therapeutic goals in both indigenous psychologies and narrative therapy.

1.4 Modern Importance

The Sām−Ūpmā model challenges Western universalism through a localized, spiritual framework suitable for efforts toward the decolonization of mental health (Smith, 2012).

In line with trauma-informed and culturally grounded models, community-based care shifts the focus from individual treatment to communal healing processes.

Indigenous psychology provides support for and modeling of indigenous methods of knowing, being, and healing, which are becoming more and more acknowledged in global health systems (Kovach, 2009).

The technology of open-access publishing and digital humanities has made it possible for these ideas to be preserved and disseminated worldwide and still under the ownership of indigenous people.

1.5 Possible Uses

Creating room for Ūpmā - Mundhum narratives where culturally grounded treatment models will help mental health therapy evolve.

Cultural counseling models tailor therapeutic processes using indigenous cosmologies and communal values.

Interdisciplinary approaches to epistemology and comparative philosophy are so valid and, hence, we are presenting Sām-Ūpmā as a stream of studies under the umbrella of academic philosophy.

Choral practices, including chant, narrative, and ritual within investigations of embodied healing, indigenous arts, healing arts and ritual studies

Last thought.

The Sām-Ūpmā Mundhum Philosophy is a living indigenous perspective that amalgamates psychological, communal, and spiritual aspects of life. Focusing on relational wholeness, oral wisdom, and ceremonial practice, it offers a compelling alternative to dominant paradigms of health and healing. Based in the Kirat Limbu tradition, it invites us to conceptualize mental well-being through an ancestral, communal and holy lens.
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2.1 The Origin

The Sām-Ūpmā Mundhum Philosophy is a creation of Eastern Nepal’s Kirat Limbu individual’s spiritual indigenous practices and life experiences. As with many indigenous belief systems, this concept was passed down orally among the Kirat Limbu people of Eastern Nepal, sung in rituals and stories that followed a rhythmic cadence. It’s a philosophy that lives in communities, not classrooms.

This chapter explores how this worldview developed and why it is being reconsidered at a time of mounting psychological distress and cultural alienation around the globe. At its core, the concept offers a critical counterpoint to the increasingly mechanistic and individualistic view of mental health. The methodology of Sām-Ūpmā underscores that well-being is holistic, encompassing spirituality, social, and ecological dimensions of well-being.

According to Kirat belief, a person is believed to have their soul (sām) leave their body when they are stark shocked, scared, sad or in trauma. This imbalance leads to mental, emotional, and physical disharmony. Unlike biomedical psychiatry, which often compartmentalizes symptoms to the brain, this indigenous approach considers suffering to be a rupture in the balance of soul, body, nature and ancestry. And other Indigenous cultures from around the world have analogous notions: “susto” in Latin America (Gone, 2013), and soul loss in Siberian shamanism (Krippner, 2002).

The rite of Ūpmā—the summoning back of the soul — is more than a matter of symbolism. It is a healing system built on cultural logic and guided by the oral scripture system of Mundhum. This technique can involve a healer (Sāmba or Phedangba/ma), chanting, specific artefacts, and community. It highlights the fullness of the individual and their interconnectedness with the whole. Rituals act as a bridge to reconnect with your universe and redeem meaning from suffering.

Australia has seen growing critique of the dominance of Western psychological approaches from Indigenous psychology and postcolonial studies experts in the last couple of decades. Other academics, such as Shawn Wilson (2008) and Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012), advocate study that recognises Indigenous knowledge systems and traditions have their own wholeness and are not only additions to Western perspectives. Sām-Ūpmā Mundhum formalises a Kirat perspective on philosophy, suffering, and healing.

This chapter sets the scene for exploring sām, Ūpmā, and mundhum working together to cure illness, achieve balance, and lead a life of significance. It calls on psychologists, philosophers, healers, and seekers to hear the wisdom persevered through chant and firelight.

2.2 Importance of indigenous worldviews

As the 21st century carries on, technology, materialism, and rampant modernisation are threatening to untether the harmony between human life, nature, and the bonds of community. Incidences of mental health illnesses, suicide, anxiety, isolation, and cultural disorientation are all on the rise. This is a context that increasingly reveals the shortcomings of Western-orientated medicine and psychology in offering either panaceas or a way to address this (Kirmayer et al. 2014).

Under these circumstances, one can clearly see the value of indigenous perspective. Indigenous ideas, such as the Sām-Ūpmā Mundhum Philosophy, are not only cultural relics
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