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A User’s Guide on How to Relate with Non-Human Agents

 Theoretical perspective: On shamanism, materiality, agency and art.

a. On shamanism (through anthropology):

The  figure  of  the  shaman (as  named by  the  Europeans,  i.e.  the  ecstatic  one,  usually  a
member  of  hunter-gatherer  nomadic  societies)  is  mainly  linked  to  spirit-possession  (a
phenomenon of central position for religious phenomenology and psychology and at the
roots of mysticism, according to Lewis 1994). “Shamanism should not be thought as a single
centrally organized religion, as there are many variations. Yet despite cultural differences
three things are shared by all forms of shamanism: (1). belief in the existence of a world of
spirits, mostly in animal form that are capable of acting on human beings. The shaman is
required  to  control  or  cooperate  with  these  good  or  bad  spirits  for  the  benefit  of  his
community.(2) The inducing of trance by ecstatic singing, dancing and drumming, when the
shaman’s spirit leaves his or her body and enters the supernatural world.(3) The shaman
treats some diseases,  usually those of  psychosomatic  nature,  as well  as helping the clan
members to overcome their various difficulties and problems” (Stutley 2003:2).

The shaman’s performances bring to mind, more specifically, the “journey” or soul flight to
the underworld, the state of trance, divination rites, a particular diet and more generally an
exceptional relation of the shaman to his own body (transvestism, dismemberment, every
possible alteration of  the “normal” state,  a  combined bird/human skeleton for instance,
etc.), the use of secret language, particular costumes, divers paraphernalia, drums or other
hallucinogenic drugs etc. These performances are part of a ritual setting attended by the
shaman’s community and are formed according to the story of a particular shaman’s contact
with a spirit (in the form of a raven, a wolf, a bear, a man etc.) which is also his source of
inspiration  for  songs  or  dance  movements  and  the  choice  of  particular  sacred  objects
(i.e.mirrors, weapons etc), liquids (blood, beer etc), plants (i.e. trees) or places. 

New approaches to shamanism, according to Harvey (2010), should be linked to a renewal of
interest  for  animism,  associated  more  specifically  with  the  research  of  Hallowel  (1960)
among the Ojibwa of Central Canada. The key question, in this context, is not “is it alive?”
but “how should we relate?” Movement, gift-giving and conversation are three indicators of
the animate nature of relational beings or persons, which may be stones, plants, birds or
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other non-human agents. More generally, this perspective does not lead to transcendence
and mystification. On the contrary, it stresses the importance of relationality, bringing forth
ambiguities and conflicts as well as issues of a more mundane possession referring to varied
kinds  of  ownership.  Therefore,  shamans  are  approached  as  “necessary  negotiators  of
communal  well-being  among  people  who  understand  themselves  to  be  participatory
members of wider than human communities” (Harvey o.p.)

This reference to “negotiation” and the “well-being” of the community might lead to a more
“consensual” view of  the role of  the shaman,  whereas Riboli  and Torri  (2013)  underline
violence,  aggression  and  conflict  as  a  more  pertinent,  although  less  studied,  facet  of
shamanistic  practices  throughout  the  world.  “Shamans  are soul-hunters,  warriors  and
leaders,  they  use  magical  weapons,  they  battle  bravely  against  evil  forces,  witches  and
witchcraft, they can restore social and physical balance and health. However, they can also
provoke illnesses and death(…)during séances shamans manipulate violence in a ‘dark’ or
‘light’ way (…)Shamanism is not only a ritual but also a political response (…) to internal and
external violence as well as individual, collective and social suffering(…)shamans have been
and in some cases still are, not only ‘agents’ but also ‘victims’ of violence (…) Because of their
charismatic  power  and  as  they  play  the  role  of  political  and  religious  leaders  in  many
indigenous  groups,  shamans  have  often  been  perceived  as  evil,  dangerous  and  even
potentially  revolutionary figures by colonialists  and dominant groups and cultures in  the
course of history.” (Riboli & Torri 2013: 1-2). 

Modernity, progress, rationality have denigrated the role of such “extravagant” figures and
diminished  the  importance  of  such  phenomena.  But  we  must  also  consider  that,  with
today’s “eclectic spiritualism”, the “disturbing presence” of the shaman is assimilated into a
‘civilized’ way of life. Movements as Neo-shamanism and New Age are inspired and practice
a  very  ‘idealized’  shamanism  without  any  conflictual  aspect.  “The  attempt to  change,
assimilate  or  eliminate  Otherness  and  diversity  either  in  the  name  of  countering
backwardness and superstition or by idealising’ the noble savage  still finds its expression on
a very resilient debate on ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ primitivism, both equally unfair and- in this sense-
violent toward native cultures.” (Riboli & Torri 2013: 3). 

b. Material culture:

At the same time contemporary anthropology’s theory and practice may still be challenged
by  the  ‘politically’  and  ‘scientifically’  correct  attitude  to  adopt  vis-à-vis  ‘otherness’
(conceptualized in the history of anthropological thought by a series of problematic notions
such as ‘animism’- see above-, fetischism e.t.c.). Material culture studies offer an example of
today’s  efforts  to  “digest”  other  cultures’  perspective  on  the  world  by  introducing,  for
instance,  the  notion  of  “agency”  for  non-human  actors.  But,  even  aided  by  the  most
advanced theories, how can we conceive things doing something “purposefully” to humans
without a feeling of “déjà vu”?

Gell’s theory of agency demonstrates his concern not to “explain” but rather to take as a
given certain so called “primitive” theories of humans relating to other humans and to non-
human matter. Latour may be more interested in humans’ relations to technology but he is
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still  attempting  to  reevaluate,  in  this  light,  certain  supposedly  pre-modern  conceptions
(while also questioning modernity as “disenchantment”). To do so, Latour as well as Gell do
not seem willing to adopt other-than-western cultures’ views of the world without adapting
them or rather “translating” (only) certain elements into anthropologists’ jargon. But is this a
legitimate practice for anthropology? What if this is not only a question of different (western
and non-western) epistemologies (of differing “belief systems”) but of different ontologies
(different ways of being in the world)(see Henare,Holbraad &Wastell, 2006)? 

This is exactly Hallowell’s point and Harvey (o.p.) has brought forth the question of multiple
ontologies as far as shamanism or rather “animism” is concerned. An interesting and not yet
fully understood connection between shamanism and material culture studies also emerges
at  this  point  and  this  is  exactly  what  TWIXTlab wishes  to  explore  through  an art-based
research in the context of  the Enigma collective performance art project during the ISARS
Conference  at  Delfphi  (2015).  But  why  should  we  privilege  artistic  practice  in  this
perspective? 

c. Anthropology, art practice  and contemporary visual artists’ “shamanistic” legacy

The role of art practice in anthropological research has been introduced mainly by those
who  conceived  anthropology  as  cultural  critic  in  the  1980s.  Throughout  the  years,  the
epistemological  and  methodological  renewal  that  this  “mixture”  may  provoke  has  been
particularly underlined by Marcus, while today a number of publications affirm that there is
more in  the-  still  “illicit”-  connection between contemporary  art  and anthropology than
meets the eye (Schneider and Wright 2006, 2010, Schneider 2013). 

For  the  moment,  material  culture  studies  is  the  domain  where  contemporary  artistic
experimentation is more appreciated by anthropologists (maybe because it seems helpful in
finding a “contact” with things?) Alfred Gell’s Art and Agency (1998) has played a major role
in this  positive appraisal,  but there is  also Tim Ingold’s  interest  in “Making” (2013)  that
intensifies  the  bonds  not  only  between anthropology  and  art  but  also  architecture  and
archaeology (another discipline where art is now “rediscovered”). 

Contemporary art world’s interest in anthropology is more limited in a sense but at the same
time far more inclusive. It  is not so much anthropology as a discipline with its particular
epistemological or even political questioning  that has become known or useful to artists as
it  is  anthropology’s  “traditional”  thematic  concerns  with  “primitive”  cultures  or  cultural
difference that seem so familiar and ethnographers’ fieldwork experience that can easily be
referred at by artists (especially during the 1990s). 

Shamanism is certainly one of the privileged crossroads where artists and anthropologists
meet throughout the 20th century. The modern artists’ loans from the so called “primitive
art” are well known and in this case one may particularly refer to the surrealists’ interest at
the  Eskimo  shamans’  masks  (see  for  instance  certain  Miro’s  paintings  among  other
examples). We may also consider under this light the emphasis on the therapeutic role of
the arts in general (the combined influence of primitivism and psychoanalysis gave birth to
“art  brut”  as  well  as  to  many  versions  of  art  as  therapy  used  in  psychiatry  and  in
psychotherapy). 
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From the 1960s onwards the artists tended not only to formally borrow elements from these
cults but also to personify the protagonists, i.e. to become themselves “shamans”, martyrs
and healers of the “sick” modern societies they were living in. Many body artists adopted
similar roles, whereas Joseph Beuys is well known for his carefully constructed identification
with a shaman.  The curators of a major exhibition of the 1980s preferred to use the notion
of “magic” in order to present art worldwide (“Magiciens de la Terre”). Today most artists
would be less apt to personify the shaman but still the role of the artist “mediator” working
for the “wellbeing” of the community  remains an issue for different art trends (such as
“useful art”, etc.).

Certainly, shamanism cannot be reduced to the stereotyped persona of the “shaman” as it is
constructed in the context of the western modern art history and it may be interesting to
reconsider artistic practices in the light of the new approaches to this complex phenomenon.

 TWIXTlab’s art research proposal: 

a. A project in context:  

        TWIXTLab’s project is specifically conceived as a response to ISARS congress at the
European  Cultural  Center  at  Delfphi  and  particularly  to  E.Yalouri’s  proposal  entitled
“Enigma”.  All  our  thanks  to  Eleana  for  inviting  us  to  participate  in  this  very  promising
initiative. 

We understand the ISARS call as having a double perspective: emphasis on the political role
of  the shamans in  any local  context can be combined,  given the place and time of  the
congress (European Cultural Center, Delphi, Greece, 2015), with the importance of Greek
history (or rather antiquity) in the European debate over the so called “Greek crisis.” 

We also keep in mind that shamanism can be defined through its ambiguity and liminality
(Strathern & Stewart in Riboli &Torri 2013:6) and the shaman can be presented as the figure
of the threshold keeper and trespasser, a role based on the blurring of boundaries. We, as
TWIXTLab,  are  already  working  “(be-)twixt  art,  anthropology  and  the  everyday”  and
therefore we wish to underline this characteristic in our practice. 

At the same time, Yalouri’s proposal permits us to envisage our project in terms of keeping
our balance on the borderline between art and anthropology. According to this proposal
“Our objective is to rethink and (re)define the place of ‘magic’ – and the occult in general – in
the (post)modern world as well as our (individual and collective) attitude(s) to it”. Therefore,
the  question  we  pose  to  ourselves  is  how  to  combine  a  fieldwork-based  research  of
participant  observation  in  situ  focused  on  anthropological  debates  on  “materiality”,
“nature”, “genius loci” and the like with an art performance conceived as a respectful quest
but also as a critical enquiry of whatever emerges as “enigmatic” in contemporary people’s
relations to “otherness” in this world.

b. An  art  research  proposal:  “  A  User’s  Guide  on  How  to  Relate  with  Non-Human
Agents”
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      Our project takes the form of an art research , conceived as a systematic interdisciplinary
enquiry combining tools from visual arts and anthropology (in this case inspired from the
field of material culture studies) but also other areas of contemporary social expertise on
“human-nature” networks. 

The aim of our research is to explore in situ certain forms of relations between human and
non-human agents. We propose to experience or form these relations by ourselves during a
number of visits we are planning to make to the Delphi village and archaeological site in a
period  of  approximately  six  months  (from  March  to  September  2015).  Our  partners  or
guides  in  this  exploration  may  be  experts  on  bird  watching,  star  watching,  gardening,
climbing, etc. 

We shall describe, critically evaluate and present whatever we consider worthy of notice in
our fieldwork in different forms (notebooks, lecture-performances, guided tours etc.), the
whole combined as a draft for “A User’s guide on How to Relate with Non-Human Agents”.

(Project in progress)
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