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1. Introduction 

Inna Uglova: We are Orthodox, we are good believers. Everything we do follows the Orthodox 

calendar and rituals. We also have a red corner in Chum where we keep the icons. 

 

Author: Who leads these rituals? Are there any priests or similar? 

 

Inna Uglova: No. There are priests in the town, but we don’t see them. In Chum, grandmothers 

lead the rituals because they know them best. For example, the grandmothers baptise newborns 

both in Chum and in the town. The water used is special, so the grandmothers need to pour it 

out in a special way in the corner of a house or the sacred area in Chum – it is part of the 

baptising ritual. 

 

Author: Are there other sacred areas besides the red corner in Chum, such as the sacred sites 

associated with the Nenets? 

 

Inna Uglova: Not really. When migrating, we sometimes pass graves, and my father stops to 

smoke a cigarette, and he breaks it and drops it for the dead, sometimes also bread. There is 

one marked place, though, a forest where you should leave broken things. I always liked going 

there as a child and leaving my broken toys. But there was a fire in that forest, so it is not the 

same now. It is a shame. 

 

Author: This marked place and the graves - are they Komi or Nenets? 

 

Inna Uglova: I don’t know; it doesn't matter. Usually, Komi have their migration routes that 

don’t interfere with Nenets' migration routes. Only Black-tooth Ilya crosses Nenets migration 

routes, but he is their friend. 
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1.1. Overarching Aims 

 

At first glance, Inna Uglova's answers, the daughter of an Izhma-Komi reindeer 

herder of the Ural tundra, seem contradictory. She claims that they are good Rus-

sian Orthodox Christians, but from the conversation, it is clear that they engage 

in what anthropologists would recognise as animism; “the doctrine of all men 

who believe in active spiritual beings” (Tylor, 1869, p. 566), and which, according 

to many denominations of Christianity is considered heathenism and not allowed 

according to the doctrine(s) of Christianity.  

When I asked about the contradiction, she answered without hesitation that 

what anthropologists consider animistic practices are tradition, while Christian 

rituals and beliefs are religion (see also Hogan, 2014). For her, there is no con-

tradiction in her answers and her perception of reality. The contradiction is rather 

a result of perceiving her reality from a so-called ‘Western’ point of view, or, 

more specifically, the Western modernist and partly postmodernist secularised 

perception of reality. Only according to this view are Inna Uglova’s answers con-

tradictory. 

At its most foundational epistemological level, this thesis takes its starting 

point in the question: How can archaeologists claim to understand prehistoric 

hunter-gatherers and how they made sense of their world(s) without entering into 

dialogue with historical and contemporary people who, to varying degrees, share 

aspects of their lifeways with the hunter-gatherers from the past by being hunter-

gatherers, hunter-herders, nomads, semi-nomads, and syncretic animists? 

The analogical discourse within archaeology is almost as old as the archaeo-

logical discipline itself. The main line of argumentation, especially in hunter-gath-

erer archaeology, revolves around ethnographic analogies, even though other 

types of analogies exist, such as historical, diachronic, cross-cultural, and experi-

mental analogies.  

The opinions regarding the use of ethnographic analogies range from the crit-

ics on one end, who argue that analogies should be abandoned due to their likely 

high chance of ending up in anachronistic conclusions and colonial views on the 

ethnographic part of the analogy made (Gosselain, 2016), while on the other 

hand, the ones in favour, argue for analogies being unavoidable as the archaeo-

logical reasoning depend on analogies (Hodder, 1982, 2012). This analogical dis-

course is discussed in detail in Chapter 3: Creating the Framework: Theory, Meth-

odology and Materials, but, for now, it is enough to say that these analogies, 

which have been made throughout the archaeological paradigms, or rather theo-

retical trends, of culture-historical archaeology, processual archaeology, and post-

processual archaeology, have all been based on theoretical frameworks, often 
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borrowed from the disciplines of anthropology and sociology, which are based 

on Western philosophical reasoning in combination with ethnographic fieldwork 

and analysis - even though the ethnographers early on noted that the people 

whose lives they documenting did not share their Western modernist and later 

postmodernist perception of reality (Castrén, 1853, p. 197; Tylor, 1865, p. 370; 

Lévi-Strauss, 1969; Bird‐David, 1999; Durkheim, 2001). 

This perception of reality will be discussed more in detail in Chapter 2: A 

History of Thoughts, but for now, it can be stated briefly that this Western mod-

ernist and postmodernist perception of reality has been shaped since ancient 

Greco-Roman philosophy, through the Renaissance and the Enlightenment, into 

modernity and postmodernity, by a representationalist and liberalist assumption: 

there is one single world ‘out there,’ divided into nature and culture, which hu-

mans interpret and represent through categories, concepts, and symbols. This 

one world is grounded in anthropocentrism and sustained by Cartesian dualism, 

whereby humans are set apart from nature, a nature free for human exploitation, 

where meaning is seen as a product of human thought and language. Other per-

ceptions of reality, grounded in different ontological and epistemological precon-

ceptions, are viewed as failed ontologies and epistemologies, deemed incorrect, 

with the Western modern and postmodern perception of reality serving as the 

true and final reality (see Bird‐David, 1999). 

Animism, first defined by Edward B. Tylor in 1869 as “the doctrine of all men 

who believe in active spiritual beings” (Tylor, 1869, p. 566), was viewed as such 

a failed ontology and epistemology from this Western modernist and later post-

modernist secularised perception of reality (Bird-David, 1999).  

Animism, or rather animisms, as it is not a unified system of belief recognised 

by both ethnographers and animists alike, hence the added (s) in the title of the 

thesis, was though revisited and redefined in the late 1990s as a set of relational, 

non-anthropocentric, non-dualistic, and non-representational ontologies and/or 

epistemologies, in which the non-human logically has the potential to be a subject 

equal to the human and able to affect every aspect of human life (theoretically 

known as new animism). These non-human subjects, be it material or immaterial 

non-human animals, gods, demi-gods, spirits, ancestors, things, or landscape fea-

tures, are considered co-inhabitants of shared environments composed of eco-

logical relations that are not separate from the human animist (see Viveiros de 

Castro, 1998; Bird‐David, 1999; Ingold, 2011a, 2011b; Descola, 2013; Harvey, 

2014, 2017b, 2017a). Thus, another logic applies to animism, hereafter referred 

to as the logic of animism (see Ch. 3.1 for details). 

If the Western ontological and epistemological premises are accepted and 

other ontologies and epistemologies, such as different animisms, are deemed 

wrong and failed representations of reality, science and knowledge become 
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equivalent to explanation. If the humanities, which encompass the study of the 

human through philosophy, history, art, and language, submit to the hegemony 

of the natural sciences (as if the very division between the natural sciences and 

the humanities were itself a given), a phenomenon that has been ongoing since 

the Renaissance-Enlightenment transition, marked by its strict, Western-biased 

ontological premises and epistemology, ontological questions, both in the past 

and the present, will inevitably be limited. 

In anthropology, this means explaining ‘the Other’, i.e., the non-Western sub-

jects of ethnographic analysis (Said, 1978; Chakravorty Spivak, 1988). In archae-

ology, this means explaining past humans through their biological and material 

remains.  

These explanations are conducted on a methodological level and take the 

Western ontological premises for granted, whereas understanding, according to 

philosopher Martin Heidegger (1962, pp. 55–58, § 32–34), is ontological, not just 

methodological with epistemological aims, making the study of animisms an on-

tological endeavour, where the local animistic ontological premises are acknowl-

edged in the ethnographic and anthropological analysis made.  

Drawing on Heidegger, among others, social anthropologist Tim Ingold 

(2011a, 2011b) has argued that anthropology is philosophy with people in it. This 

anthropology aims to learn and seek an understanding rather than explanations.           

If this Western perception of reality is uncritically taken for granted, seeking 

explanations over understandings throughout both space and time, which is of-

ten the case within the earlier paradigms of both anthropology and archaeology, 

it implies that the hunter-gatherers and hunter-herders of the ethnographic pre-

sent and the archaeological past were structural liberals with capitalist economies 

who perceived and pervaded their reality based on a Western dualistic and an-

thropocentric reasoning. For archaeology, this means that the past is Western-

ised, and this view of reality equates to the natural state of the human being, 

independently of the notion of time and the changes that occur through time. 

My concern, in the five papers which constitute the body of this doctoral 

thesis, is with the relation between animisms and material culture, and how this 

Western modernist and postmodernist secular perception of reality has come to 

form an understanding of this relation, which does not follow the logic of ani-

mism present in the ethnographic materials and their contexts. 

The overarching aim of the thesis is threefold: first, to examine the relations 

between animisms, found in ethnohistorical and ethnographic materials, and ma-

terial culture among recent-past and contemporary animist hunter-gatherer and 

hunter-herder communities in northwestern Siberia and the Ural Mountains. 

Drawing on ethnohistorical and ethnographic materials from approximately 1500 

CE to the present, the study seeks to identify recurring patterns to deconstruct 
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and rethink archaeological interpretations of hunter-gatherers and their percep-

tions of reality. Such interpretations have, throughout archaeological paradigms, 

been shaped by Western preconceptions, resulting in the ontologies of prehis-

toric hunter-gatherers being Westernised and treated as universal across both 

time and space.  

Secondly, the study seeks to contribute, at theoretical and methodological lev-

els, to the use of ethnographic analogies in relation to contemporary new animist 

and relational archaeology, aiming to prevent the past from being shaped by these 

Western preconceptions.  

And thirdly, based on the findings of the five papers which constitute the 

body of this thesis, the study further aims to propose key notions within the logic 

of animism that should be emphasised in archaeological theory and interpreta-

tion, particularly when addressing prehistoric hunter-gatherers. To meet these 

aims, the study addresses the following research questions. 

• What are the key notions of animism(s) found in the ethnohistorical and 

ethnographic materials, and what kind of material traces do they leave 

for archaeologists to find? 

• Why are these key notions important for archaeological theory develop-

ment, and how do they affect interpretations of past relations with both 

material and immaterial phenomena? 

• And how can ethnographic analogies be used to include the logic of an-

imism within the interpretations of prehistoric hunter-gatherers and 

their different ontologies?   

1.2. Disposition  

 

What follows from the first part of Chapter I: Introduction, in which the research 

problem, the theoretical point of departure in new animism, and the overarching 

aim and research questions of the thesis are stated, is this disposition and a dec-

laration of ethical consideration which are based on Swedish and European laws 

and regulations regarding the safety of the participants taking part in the inter-

views conducted and the individuals whom identities and personal information 

might be exposed in the visual ethnographic material used.  

Chapter II: A History of Thoughts examines how earlier archaeological re-

search has employed anthropological theoretical concepts and notions of ani-

mism, totemism, and shamanism across the archaeological paradigms. This chap-

ter serves as a literature review in which the research problem is confirmed as 
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part of the archaeological reasoning regarding certain materials used by the Pal-

aeolithic, Mesolithic, and Neolithic hunter-gatherers of Europe. The genealogy 

of thoughts and reasoning of modernity and postmodernity is even beyond the 

scope of a doctoral thesis in philosophy or the history of ideas, so in this chapter, 

I have not attempted to provide a genealogy but instead emphasised some key 

notions that are critical for the understanding of animisms in relation to the re-

search problem stated in the introduction.  

Chapter III: Creating the Framework: Theory, Methodology and Materials 

consists of a theoretical and methodological discussion, seeking not only to pre-

sent the materials and methods but also to develop them in relation to the applied 

theoretical perspective. To this end, the chapter presents and discusses the eth-

nographic materials and methods used, as well as the archaeological materials and 

methods used in the five papers (papers I–V). 

The first part of the chapter begins with a general discussion on ethnographic 

theory and its relation to the ontological turn and new animism. It is followed by 

a discussion of ethnography as a method(s) and material produced, followed by 

a discussion of how Matthew Desmond’s (2014) concept of relational ethnogra-

phy is used in all five papers. After that follows a brief overview of the peoples 

of northwestern Siberia and Ural Mountains, their locations and environments 

(tundra and taiga), subsistence, history and contemporary situation – with a focus 

on the colonisation, the conversion to Christianity and the influence of Islam in 

the south, as well as, first the politics of Tsar Russia, and later the Soviet Union, 

and now contemporary Russian global capitalism. This brief overview draws on 

general historical works by Russianist James Forsyth, and the references therein, 

as no historical analysis is undertaken, except for some analytical arguments di-

rectly related to animism(s), then with primary sources cited.    

The second part of this chapter deals with the archaeological materials, con-

sisting of theories and interpretations of archaeological material rather than phys-

ical artefacts, and the archaeological methods, consisting of ethnographic analo-

gies, focusing on the sub methods of relational ethnographic analogies and de-

constructive ethnographic analogies, a discussion set in relation to the so-called 

‘ontological turn’ within anthropology (Holbraad and Pedersen, 2017) which re-

sults in a presentation of the notion of an ethnoarchaeology of ontologies. While 

the ethnographic materials are limited to northwestern Siberia and the Ural 

Mountains, based on the availability of participants and methodological consid-

erations, the archaeological interpretations criticised do not have a clear demar-

cation and extend to the majority within European borders. This is because the 

materials on which the grand theoretical narratives and interpretations are based 
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derive predominantly from within Europe, supported not only by a strong polit-

ical interest in historical research but also by Europe’s economic capacity to fund 

archaeological excavation and research. 

Chapter IV: An Archaeology of Animisms is the overarching conclusion and 

discussion, which is based on the conclusions of the five papers. This chapter 

serves to emphasise key notions within the relation between animisms and ma-

terial culture, which can aid in identifying animisms within the archaeological 

materials of hunter-gatherers and how they affect the archaeological interpreta-

tions and theory development. 

Chapters V and VI summarise the thesis in Swedish and Russian, including 

the stated problem, aims, and the overarching conclusion based on Papers I–V. 

It is followed by the final Chapter VII, which consists of the bibliography.   

1.3. Ethical Considerations 

 
The study, including Papers I–V, was reviewed and approved by the Swedish 

Ethical Review Authority (Dnr 2023-0162-01). The ethical approval was granted 

in accordance with the Swedish Ethical Review Act (Lag 2003:460 om etikpröv-

ning av forskning som avser människor), which aims to protect individuals and 

ensure respect for human dignity in research.  

The Act requires that potential risks to participants’ health, safety, and per-

sonal integrity be weighed against the scientific value gained, and that research 

involving humans or sensitive personal data is conducted only under approved 

conditions and with informed consent.  

According to the Ethical Review Authority, this sensitive personal data in-

cludes information about participants' ethnic origin, political opinions, religious 

or philosophical beliefs, membership in trade unions, health, sexuality, and ge-

netic or biological information (Integritetsskyddsmyndigheten, 2025). This study, 

particularly Papers I and II, as well as this introduction and the following chap-

ters, all together known in Swedish as the ‘kappa’ (Eng. overcoat), deals with 

sensitive data due to the focus on animisms, which fall under religious or philo-

sophical beliefs and partly political opinions.  

Furthermore, the peoples of northwestern Siberia and the Ural Mountains, 

including participants in Paper I and those represented in the visual materials 

(Papers I and II), are acknowledged as Indigenous small-numbered peoples of the North, 

Siberia, and the Far East (korennyye malochislennyye narody Severa, Sibiri i Dal’nego Vos-

toka) in the Russian Federation and/or are included within the United Nations 
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Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). All of them are also recog-

nised as ethnic minorities. Consequently, the research also involves sensitive per-

sonal data relating to ethnicity and ethnic origin. 

While some of the discussions about the animistic perception of reality have 

included a political dimension in terms of colonialism and the relation with the 

big land, i.e. the Russian Federation, I have in advance informed the participants 

(paper I) that I will not record any specific political opinions regarding current 

political decisions that might compromise their safety, and for their safety, they 

are not mentioned here either. 

All participants and persons named by the participants have been pseudony-

mised, and their location has been limited to naming a tundra or a river, leaving 

out names of villages, camps and other locations, such as sacred sites (except for 

the publicly known sacred sites), which can be used to trace their identities. None 

of the participants asked to be pseudonymised. The decision to pseudonymise 

the participants was made as part of the requirements of the Swedish Ethical 

Review Authority. 

All participants, photographers, and videographers were informed in advance 

about the aims of the study and were able to ask questions and give their consent 

before the interviews took place or the photographs and videos were analysed. 

They had the opportunity to withdraw their consent during the analysis and writ-

ing processes (prepublication), and they were also asked if they wanted to ap-

prove the final manuscript before publication. In most cases, documents about 

the aim of the study and the consent were sent in advance. Some consent was 

agreed upon in person at the beginning of the interview, as some participants had 

limited internet access. All interviews were conducted over video calls and were 

not recorded to prevent third-party access and ownership of the video material 

produced (the interview) and to prevent the leak of sensitive data. All recordings 

of the participants' answers during the interview were noted down on paper, later 

to be transcribed and stored on the approved servers provided by Stockholm 

University.           

The ethnographic material produced, other than the interview transcriptions, 

consists of collected photographs and video material produced by participants or 

co-researcher Anna Naglaya (papers I and II), which has been stored on the ap-

proved servers provided by Stockholm University. 

The ethical considerations and the protection of sensitive data have not ended 

with the ethnographic material collection part of the research process, but have 

been considered throughout the process of ethnographic analysis, presentation 

of results, in the concluding discussions and the language used within Papers I–

V, as well as in the ‘kappa’. 
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Research ethics are, like everything else, not static, and they have developed 

for the better during the last couple of decades. Thus, I want to emphasise that 

research, especially ethnographic research, is an extractive process in which peo-

ple's lives, experiences, and voices are used to produce knowledge. Despite the 

efforts of contemporary decolonial approaches and methods in both anthropol-

ogy and archaeology, which I subscribe to, I remain aware that conducting re-

search within an academic institution, primarily for an academic audience, may 

itself reproduce colonial structures of knowledge production. 

It is my wish, though, that some of the arguments and concluding remarks of 

this doctoral thesis may be of some good use to the animists of this world, if they 

wish to read it, and that the various animistic ontologies of the past and present 

are not deemed as misrepresentations of reality and of no importance for both 

animists and researchers based on Western philosophical grounds. Surely, some 

part of this research made in this thesis will reproduce epistemic colonialism, but 

it is my opinion that it is better to try, and if failing, ask for forgiveness, than not 

try at all and thereby keep reproducing the dominating theoretical narrative by 

doing nothing at all. 
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2. A History of Thoughts 

2.1. Archaeology, Modernity, and Postmodernity 

 

During the Renaissance, there were no clear distinctions between religion, sci-

ence, magic, knowledge and education. The Abrahamic Christian God was no 

longer the centre of the universe like during the previous Medieval era; instead, 

God was moved to a position where God was the creator of the universe, and it 

was up to humans to figure out and order his creation (Thomas, 2004, pp. 8–9).  

While Renaissance philosophers and scholars drew upon ancient Greco-Ro-

man texts, they began to question their authority, including that of the Christian 

Bible to a degree, and to test them through empirical observation (e.g. Bacon, 

2021). This early form of empiricism continued into the transition from the Re-

naissance to the Enlightenment and led to the development of a new type of 

science, based on empirical observations and human rational reasoning, even 

though God was still present (Thomas, 2004, pp. 8–16). 

By this time, Francis Bacon (2021 [1620]) had argued for the need for empir-

icism and experimental philosophy, i.e., that knowledge primarily derives from 

experience and observation. 

Underlying this approach was a form of representationalism, i.e. the idea that the 

mind does not access the world directly but only through the representations 

produced by the senses. In response to this empiricism, René Descartes (2021 

[1637]) argued for an early form of rationalism, later known as Cartesian ration-

alism and Cartesianism, which posits that knowledge primarily derives from rea-

son. Some truths, like mathematics and certain metaphysical claims, can be 

grasped a priori, again within a representationalist framework, only this time 

grounded not in experiences and observations but in the precision and clarity of 

ideas.  

While not all philosophers and scholars of the Renaissance-Enlightenment 

transition agreed, and their views of the Christian God and Church varied, they 

shared the idea of determining the order and meaning of God’s chaotic universe 

and the place of humans in it (Thomas, 2004, pp. 18–21).  
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This humanist reasoning led to increasing anthropocentrism, i.e., the idea that hu-

mans are placed hierarchically above other living organisms (Hayward, 1997, p. 

50), including animals and plants, which resulted from the anthropocentrism of 

Greco-Roman philosophy and Christianity.  

Protagoras, for example, placed human perception at the core of knowledge 

(Latin: homo mensura) (Lee, 2005, pp. 2–4), an anthropocentric perspective that 

Aristotle would later reproduce, even though he did not agree with Protagoras's 

relativism, in his reasoning about the hierarchy of living beings (later known as 

Scala Naturae), where he placed humans above other non-human animals due to 

their rational thinking (Polansky, 2007 (book II)). A similar anthropocentric rea-

soning was later advocated by the Greco-Roman philosophers who followed (for 

details, see Moore, 2017).  

Christian theological reasoning would later reproduce this anthropocentrism 

by claiming that humans, unlike non-human animals, were created in the image 

of God (Gen 1:26). 

Within the anthropocentric legacy, the Renaissance-Enlightenment philoso-

phers and scholars separated the human from God and from his non-human 

creation (Thomas, 2004, p. 21). 

Descartes (2021), drawing on Aristotle's hierarchy of living beings and Scala 

Naturae, and his notion of hylomorphism, i.e., the separation of hyle (material) and 

morphe (form), would further reproduce anthropocentrism by arguing that hu-

mans are thinking subjects (res cogitans) and non-human animals and nature are 

mechanistic objects (res extensa) (Dika, 2020).  

Descartes’s (2021; see also Dika, 2020) separation of a material body (hyle) 

and an immaterial soul (form) should especially be emphasised. The material me-

chanical body belongs to nature, like all material bodies that walk the earth. What 

differentiates humans from non-humans is thinking and reasoning, which is re-

lated to the immaterial and immortal soul. Thus, the human soul is the image of 

God, and the material and mechanical nature, also of God's creation, was free to 

measure, weigh and observe; to study based on science. The immaterial and non-

observable soul was the domain of God and Christianity; therefore, Cartesian 

dualism and rationalism were less of a threat to Christianity than those of other 

Renaissance and Enlightenment philosophers and scholars. 

Descartes’s Cartesian metaphysics and Aristotle’s hylomorphism created a 

separation of nature and culture, object and subject, body and mind, instinct and 

intentionality, thing and person, traditional and modern, and animality and hu-

manity, function and ritual, etcetera (Willerslev, 2007, p. 13; Ingold, 2011a, p. 41) 

– a way of defining the phenomena in focus based on its dichotomic, or binary, 

counterpart. Based on Cartesian metaphysics and the onward reasoning of the 

Enlightenment and early modernity, the definition of existence would change. 
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Existence now began to be about human subjectivity rather than humans’ pur-

pose based on the will of God (Thomas, 2004, p. 39). 

As the Enlightenment progressed, nature and its non-human inhabitants of ani-

mals and plants were considered the disposal of humans, or more particularly, 

humans in Europe. With the progress of the Enlightenment, the European co-

lonial enterprise expanded (Reinhard, 2011), and non-Europeans were viewed 

differently in relation to this empiricism and rationalism. Even if humans have 

been categorised as non-human before and elsewhere by other humans (Viveiros 

de Castro, 1998; paper IV), the Europeans took this to a new level during the 

partly contemporary colonial era, laying the foundation for modern racism and 

eugenics. 

At the end of the Enlightenment, Immanuel Kant (1998 [1781]) further rein-

forced anthropocentrism by proposing that humans were the only beings capable 

of morality. Furthermore, his theory of transcendental idealism, i.e., that humans 

do not know things in themselves by default but must experience reality, order 

it, and thereby give it meaning, thereby producing knowledge about reality and 

phenomena, would also reproduce anthropocentrism. Kant’s (1998) philosophy 

also drew on the representationalist framework inherited from empiricism and 

rationalism, but for him, representations were not passive reflections of an exter-

nal world but the very conditions of experience itself, meaning that reality could 

only appear to humans through the categories imposed by the mind. 

Criticising Kant, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1991 [1820], 2009 [1807]) 

further developed ideas that echoed both hylomorphism and Cartesian dualism 

in his notion of dialectics. He argued that knowledge is produced through a pro-

cess in which a thesis, an initial idea, is confronted by its antithesis, and the ten-

sion between them gives rise to a synthesis – a dialectical relationship that trans-

forms and transcends both the binary positions of thesis and antithesis and 

thereby challenging the division between representation and reality, and showing 

that knowledge is created through a dialectical relationship between thought and 

reality, so that our understanding of reality is always shaped by human reasoning, 

and thereby further reproducing anthropocentrism.       

It was during this era that both anthropology and archaeology, the former 

barely separated from sociology and the latter known as antiquarianism, took 

their first step towards becoming scientific disciplines and were thus influenced 

by this perspective on humans and traces of the human past (Barnard, 2000, pp. 

15–18; Trigger, 2006, p. 121). 

Informed by the Renaissance-Enlightenment discourse on the state of nature 

and society, which was primarily driven by key contributors such as Hobbes 

(1967 [1651]), Locke (1847 [1689], 2013 [1689]), and later Rousseau (2004 [1762], 

2009 [1755]), Hume (2016 [1748]), Kant (1998 [1781]), and Hegel (1991 [1820], 
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2009 [1807]), early anthropology was closely linked with philosophy, religion, and 

politics (Barnard, 2000, pp. 16–18).  

By the mid-nineteenth century, anthropology and archaeology had begun to 

take their modern forms (Barnard, 2000, p. 18; Trigger, 2006, p. 164), but the 

humanist perspective from the Renaissance-Enlightenment transition, the sepa-

ration of the human from the non-human and the division of nature and culture, 

and the material from the immaterial prevailed (Viveiros de Castro, 1998; Bird‐

David, 1999; Ingold, 2011a, 2011b). 

The theoretical discourse of the mid-nineteenth century centred on evolution, 

degeneration theory, and, later, diffusionism. 

While anthropology, also known as ethnology at the time, was shaped by co-

lonialism to study the people of the colonies (Wolfe, 1999, pp. 43–44), archaeol-

ogy was almost brought to a standstill in the Renaissance-Enlightenment focus 

of making order of the archaeological materials (e.g. Thomsen’s Three Age Sys-

tem: Stone Age, Bronze Age, and Iron Age, and the method of typology), mainly 

focusing on ancient Greece, Rome, and Egypt, the birth of civilisation according 

to the contemporary view (Thomas, 2004, pp. 32–34; Trigger, 2006, pp. 138–

146). Yet both disciplines were evolutionary, as the focus lay on development, 

i.e. development of people for anthropology and development of things for ar-

chaeology. 

Evolutionism, derived from the biological studies of Charles Darwin (2009), 

had a significant impact on both anthropological and archaeological theory (Trig-

ger, 2006, p. 139; Ingold, 2018, p. 78). According to the unilinear evolutionary 

perspective of the time, all humans developed along the same scale, from ‘prim-

itive savages’ at the bottom to civilised Europeans at the top of the evolutionary 

continuum (Tylor, 1871; Spencer, 1882) 

This led to hunter-gatherers and hunter-herders being viewed by early eth-

nographers and Christian missionaries as primitive, childlike-thinking savages at 

the bottom of the evolutionary continuum (Barnard, 2014). The hunter-herders 

were viewed as slightly better than the hunter-gatherers due to their skill in do-

mesticating animals. The evolutionary stages were, at the time, thought to follow 

the development from first hunter-gatherers to hunter-herders (pastoralists) and, 

finally, to farmers (Dong, 2016, pp. 13–17).      

While the evolutionists argued that all humans had to go through the same 

evolutionary path, the Europeans had only done so before the contemporary 

hunter-gatherers and hunter-herders they studied (which archaeology had proved 

by excavating hunter-gatherer traces within Europe), the degenerationists, to the 

contrary, argued that the ‘primitive savages’ were a result of degeneration (Tylor, 

1871, pp. 499–500) – a perspective that relates to the Christian idea of Garden 

of Eden, the forbidden fruit, and the fall. Non-Christian hunter-gatherers and 
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hunter-herders were viewed by the degenerationists as having fallen the furthest 

from the original civilised state of Eden and having no religion at all (for details 

see: Kenny, 2007). 

For archaeology, the debate between the evolutionists and degenerationists 

resulted in the characterisation of traces of past hunter-gatherers as the remains 

of the ‘primitive savages’ documented within the ethnographies of hunter-gath-

erers and hunter-herders by the anthropologists (Trigger, 2006, pp. 147–158). 

This led to the archaeological material being interpreted through ethnographic 

analogies, then known as ethnographic parallels. They were on the same stage of 

the evolutionary scale, only at different times, so a comparison was perfectly vi-

able (Trigger, 2006, p. 153). 

The evolution of cultural and social change, i.e. the idea that humans and their 

society grow more complex over time, was partly challenged and partly comple-

mented by diffusionism, i.e. that change and development rest upon the trans-

mission of ideas between humans or societies (Barnard, 2000, pp. 47–54; Trigger, 

2006, pp. 217–222). For example, anthropologists would ask where the institu-

tion of marriage first appeared and how and where it has spread since then, and 

archaeologists would ask where a certain form of pottery and decoration first 

appeared and how and where it has spread since then. 

This reasoning implies essentialism, i.e. that certain groups, known as ‘cul-

tures’ – hence the name of the paradigm: culture-historical archaeology, often 

considered ‘advanced’ or ‘civilised’, have certain inherent and fixed behaviour 

and characteristics (Ingold, 2018, pp. 123–124), which, for archaeologists, are 

expressed in material culture. For example, the idea of ‘civilisation’ spreads to the 

‘less civilised’, in this case the hunter-gatherers and hunter-herders, who, as re-

cipients of the civilising idea, were incapable of forming their own ideas (Jordan 

and Cummings, 2014, p. 585). 

These ‘advanced’ or ‘civilised’ societies, or cultures, were also claimed to be 

the ancestors of certain European nations, using the scientific and historical nar-

ratives to legitimise and gain more power over others, especially within the Eu-

ropean colonial enterprise; thus, both anthropology and archaeology at the time 

were related to nationalism (Trigger, 2006, pp. 212–216). Some of the archaeo-

logical diffusionists also drew on degeneration theory, arguing that cultures less 

developed than the high cultures of Mediterranean Europe, the Middle East, and 

Egypt resulted from a degenerative process from these high cultures (Trigger, 

2006, pp. 217–222). 

As time progressed into modernity, the diachronic perspectives of degenera-

tionism, evolutionism and diffusionism were replaced by the synchronic perspec-

tives of phenomenology, functionalism, eco-functionalism, structural-function-

alism and, later, structuralism (Barnard, 2000, pp. 8–9). 
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Key scholars in early modern anthropology, including Franz Boas (2014), 

Bronisław Malinowski (2014), and Alfred Reginald Radcliffe-Brown (2014), who 

archaeologists later drew upon, were all critical of armchair evolutionary and dif-

fusionist anthropology. Instead, they emphasised the need for methodological 

rigour in fieldwork, specifically through participant observation, and rejected the 

accounts of degenerationist missionaries as unscientific, on the grounds that sci-

ence should study human behaviour rather than human ideas. 

Both Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown argued that human behaviour must be 

understood in relation to a social system (Trigger, 2006, p. 319). Malinowski 

(2014) argued that the institutions that comprise the social system are grounded 

in the biological and cultural needs of the individual; thus, for the system to func-

tion, it entails a transformation of the social and, to some extent, the material 

environment. Radcliffe-Brown (2014), drawing on the sociologist Émile Durk-

heim, instead emphasised institutions and their functions, as well as the underly-

ing structures on which they rested, which he sought to identify and analyse. For 

Radcliffe-Brown (2014), institutions were, in the first place, to maintain the struc-

ture of society rather than to meet individual needs. For Malinowski (2014), a 

culture remains in equilibrium as long as human needs are met; if they are not, 

this leads to innovation or adaptation to restore equilibrium. For Radcliffe-

Brown (2014), equilibrium occurs when the underlying structures are in place, 

and the institutions function. If not, it results in a disruptive change or the end 

of society. For both, striving towards equilibrium is equivalent to the survival of 

a culture or society (for details, see Barnard, 2000, pp. 65–76).  

Drawing on Malinowski, the eco-functional anthropologist Julian Steward 

(2014) argued that individuals' needs were more about the ecology and survival 

of the population within the ecosystem than about general individual needs. Fur-

thermore, drawing on biological evolutionism, Steward (2014) introduced the 

perspective of multi-linear evolutionism into anthropology (from biology), i.e., 

cultures or societies follow different evolutionary paths related to their environ-

ments and technologies, rather than following a universal path of evolution (Bar-

nard, 2000, pp. 40–41).   

In archaeology, this reaction against unilinear evolutionism and diffusionism 

has been seen as a paradigm shift from evolutionary and diffusionist culture-

historical archaeology to an early form of functionalist processual archaeology, 

drawing on the works of Boas, Malinowski, and Radcliffe-Brown (Trigger, 2006, 

p. 314).  

Later, this early processual archaeology would evolve into late processual ar-

chaeology, or ‘New Archaeology’ (Trigger, 2006, p. 386). Leading contributor 

Lewis Binford (1962, 1978, 1988), drawing on Steward for his theoretical frame-

work and archaeologist Grahame Clark, who was an advocate for early processual 
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archaeology, for his methodological framework of middle-range theory, i.e. the 

method of identifying past human behaviour within material culture based on the 

comparison with ethnographic modern behaviours (discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 3), which brought a revival for ethnographic analogies in archaeology 

but now framed in a rigours method of science. Middle-range theory has been 

argued to further reproduce Cartesian dualism, as meaning, according to Binford, 

must be ascribed to the static archaeological material. A claim in line with the 

Cartesian humanist reasoning, in which meaning is the outcome of human action 

(Thomas, 2004, pp. 72–77). 

As a reaction, claiming that both the eco-functionalist anthropology and the 

processual archaeology were environmental determinists, anthropologist Claude 

Lévi-Strauss (2014), drawing on linguist Ferdinand de Saussure and part of the 

so-called ‘linguistic turn’, as well as Durkheim, viewed culture and society as gov-

erned by underlying mental structures, analogous to a language system of semi-

otics, where meaning is interpreted through the relationship between dichoto-

mies or binary positions. In doing so, Lévi-Strauss (2014) reproduced both the 

notion of Cartesian dualism and Hegel’s dialectics, where a phenomenon, or 

structure, is defined based on its dichotomous counterpart.  

This type of structural anthropology later led to the theoretical framework of 

interpretive anthropology, led by Clifford Geertz (2014), who argued, like Lévi-

Strauss (2014), that the underlying structures could be revealed and identified 

based on their dichotomic binary positions; Geertz (2014), however, took this 

further and argued that culture could be read like text, meaning that the ethnog-

raphers could, with the method of thick description, understand other’s thought 

and reasoning, i.e. interpret the ethnographic subjects interpretations. Culture 

was viewed as a social group tied together by shared values, meaning and sym-

bols. Thus, like Lévi-Strauss, Geertz, and his followers kept reproducing Carte-

sian dualism and Hegelian dialectics. 

While processual archaeologists were identifying functional structures related 

to ecological adaptation and multi-linear evolution, drawing on Malinowski, Rad-

cliffe-Brown, and Steward, the new archaeological paradigm of postprocessual 

archaeology drew on Lévi-Strauss and Geertz. Archaeologists Ian Hodder and 

his followers now argued that material culture could be read like text and used to 

interpret the ideas of past humans (Gosden and Larson, 2007, p. 15).  

On a deeper epistemological level, this shift was also a move from logical 

positivism and deductivism to hermeneutics, and back to the inductivism of cul-

ture-historical archaeology (see Trigger, 2006, pp. 444–483). 

Like processualism, postprocessualism came in two versions: an early struc-

tural version and a later poststructural and constructivist version (c.f. Trigger, 

2006, p. 448). The reaction to structuralism in general, and thereby to structural 
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anthropology and interpretive anthropology, was that the underlying structures 

were static and failed to account for human agency and its effects on those struc-

tures, especially power (Moore and Sanders, 2014, pp. 11–14). 

While Marxism (1997 [1888], 2013 [1867]) and later structural Marxism had 

been around since the late nineteenth century, adding economic and class per-

spectives and questioning capitalism as the natural state of the human being, it 

had mainly focused on how human labour under capitalism reproduces the une-

qual system (Bloch, 2013). Drawing on Marxism and structuralism, practice the-

ory, led by key contributors Pierre Bourdieu (1992 [1980]) and Anthony Giddens 

(1984), argued that agency shapes structures; thus, the individual has the power 

to change them.  

Partly contemporary with the development of practice theory was the emer-

gence of poststructuralism. While sharing ground with practice theory regarding 

human agency, the poststructuralists, led by key scholars Jacques Derrida (2016 

[1967]), Michael Foucault (1989 [1966], 1995 [1975]) and Gilles Deleuze (1994; 

Deleuze and Guattari, 2015), argued, drawing on structuralism and at the same 

time criticising it based on political philosophy, including Marxism, that the un-

derlying structures were not static and could be deconstructed, especially in rela-

tion to power. Edward Said’s (1978) orientalism should be emphasised here, in 

which he shows that the poststructural critique of modernity, in which 

knowledge is seen as neutral and not, as the poststructuralists argue, shaped by 

discourse, language and power relations, had an impact on the view of non-West-

erners as ‘the Other’ – constructed as exotic and irrational, subordinated to the 

rational civilised Western modernity. 

Contemporaneously with this development, feminist perspectives emerged 

that questioned male authority and emphasised the deconstruction of gender 

roles in relation to biology (Butler, 1988). Regarding ‘The Other’ and feminism, 

the notion of the subaltern should be emphasised. Whereas political philosopher 

Antonio Gramsci (1971) used the notion of the subaltern to refer to social groups 

excluded from the hegemonic power structures, e.g. colonised peoples, and 

whose voices are silenced, scholar of literature Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1988) 

has shown that the female subalterns are even more oppressed by the dominant 

power structures than their male counterparts. 

The synchronic perspectives of phenomenology, functionalism, eco-func-

tionalism, structural-functionalism, and structuralism were now replaced by the 

interactive perspectives of poststructuralism, practice theory, interpretivism, and 

feminism (Barnard, 2000, pp. 8–9). 

In response to these overarching theories and their representationalist bias, 

phenomenological approaches evolved early in philosophy and continued to de-

velop alongside representationalist modern and postmodern perspectives.  



19 

Drawing on the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl (2002 [1913]) from the 

early twentieth century, the devolvement of phenomenology by Heidegger (1962 

[1927]), and later Marcel Mauss (1973), which all in different way emphasise the 

lived experience, perception and consciousness, anthropology, and archaeology 

soon followed (Trigger, 2006, pp. 472–473; Moore and Sanders, 2014, p. 10), and 

took their first steps, in the 1980s and 1990s, into the contemporary theoretical 

trend, or maybe a paradigm, of the material turn, new materialist, relational, and 

ontologically focused approaches (Henare, Holbraad and Wastell, 2007; Ingold, 

2011a; Jones et al., 2016), which this thesis aligns with. 

The importance of this brief history of thought on how anthropology and 

archaeology relate to the grand theoretical frameworks of Western philosophy 

lies in pointing out certain key notions that are genealogically related to one an-

other. These key notions are: anthropocentrism, hylomorphism, Cartesian dualism, and 

representationalism, which have been constantly present as ontological premises 

throughout the history of ideas. 

While synchronic perspectives evolved in reaction to diachronic perspectives, 

which argued against the racist, essentialist, and colonial legitimising notion of 

unilinear evolutionism and diffusionism, they acknowledged that the ‘primitive 

savages’ like themselves had a system for organising culture and society. While 

likely a well-intentioned notion, as it unified humans under a universal, equal 

thinking, unequal only in the process of cultural evolution, this universal thinking, 

reasoning, and being in the world equalled Western modernity and its view of 

reality. A highly biological and material colonialism was beginning to decline, but 

it was now replaced by a colonialism of thought, or an ontological and epistemo-

logical colonialism. Modernity applies to all humans. 

The same can be said of postmodernity and the replacement of synchronic 

perspectives with interactive perspectives. While the deconstruction of moder-

nity was necessary, the idea of a universal mind remained. Even though the crit-

icism of modernity was necessary, postmodernity still rested on the key notions 

of anthropocentrism, hylomorphism, Cartesian dualism, and representational-

ism. 

To add to all this is a political dimension, which is sometimes argued not to 

belong in science, as it threatens its striving for objectivity. However, here I agree 

with the Frankfurt School's claim that if politics is left out of the discussion, it 

reproduces the current ideology (Horkheimer, 1972), which is currently neolib-

eralism and capitalism. Politics has been present throughout the development of 

modernity and postmodernity, in terms of that both right and left adherents have 

expressed concern about developments and shifting of perspectives (Thomas, 

2004, pp. 230–233), but it should be emphasised that these key notions of West-

ern modernity and postmodernity, which can be traced back to the Renaissance 
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and Enlightenment transition, developed alongside the French Revolution and 

the spread of liberalism and capitalism (Harvey, 2007).  

Applying these key notions uncritically might then result in liberalism and 

neoliberalism being conflated with ontological premises, rather than what they 

are: economic theory, ideology, and political philosophy. If being is taken as an 

ontological premise alongside the other key notions, the natural state of the hu-

man being emerges as anthropocentric, dualistic, structural, and representative–

liberalist, much like the prevailing outlook of the contemporary West. 

The problem is not only a general challenge for the humanities and the an-

thropological study of human diversity, but, in archaeology, it specifically ex-

cludes non-Western perspectives from interpreting archaeological materials and 

from being included in interpretations of the past. As a result, the past becomes 

Westernised, though it likely never was, since the key notions shaping it are them-

selves products of the Renaissance–Enlightenment transition, modernity, and 

postmodernity.  

This has profound consequences for how animisms and the notion of anima-

tion are understood, practices that could, I will argue, be common among most, 

if not all, humans, regardless of the ontological premises through which reality is 

perceived. 

2.2. A ‘Primitive’ Religion of ‘Savages’ 

 

In contemporary anthropological literature, it is often stated that the Victorian 

anthropologist Edward Burnett Tylor first coined the term animism in his classic 

publication, Primitive Culture. Researches into the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, 

Religion, Art, and Custom, from 1871.  

While Tylor does discuss his definition of animism in this publication, he had 

previously, based on a presentation with the title ‘The philosophy of religion 

among the lower races of mankind’, given at the Ordinary Meeting of the Eth-

nological Society of London, April 26th, 1870, and later published in their journal, 

defined animism as: 

 

“…first, he who believes in spiritual beings will generally be found 

to believe them active as to his own life here and hereafter; sec-

ondly, he who believes in such active spirits will generally put him-

self into intercourse with them, seeking to propitiate them, and 

thus will arise some form of prayer and worship.” (Tylor, 1870, p. 

370). 
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Furthermore, Tylor (1870, p. 371) states that animism is twofold, dividing into 

the belief in souls (human and non-human) and the belief in spirits.  

In his paper ‘On the survival of savage thought in modern civilisation’, pub-

lished one year before, in 1869, in Appleton’s Journal - in which he discussed how 

parts of the animistic reasoning have survived within Christianity, he defines an-

imism as “the doctrine of all men who believe in active spiritual beings” (Tylor, 

1869, p. 566). 

Of importance in Tylor's definitions of animism is the activeness of souls and 

spirits, and the animists' belief that their actions, in the form of prayer and wor-

ship, can affect the activeness or behaviour of souls and spirits. Based on these 

two papers, Tylor defined animism in Primitive Culture. Researches into the Develop-

ment of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Art, and Custom, from 1871, as follows:  

 
…two great dogmas, forming parts of one consistent doctrine; 

first, concerning souls of individual creatures, capable of contin-

ued existence after the death or destruction of the body; second, 

concerning other spirits, upward to the rank of powerful deities. 

Spiritual beings are held to affect or control the events of the ma-

terial world, and man’s life here and hereafter (Tylor, 1871, p. 

385). 

 

These definitions of animism(s) were first and foremost used in the study of the 

evolution of religion. To Tylor, animism was the lowest form of religion, which 

was only practised by the lowest of races, referred to as ‘savages’, most of whom 

were hunter-gatherers who, compared to the civilised, rational Victorian scien-

tists, like himself, were stuck in the Stone Age and had reasoning compared to a 

Victorian child (Durkheim, 2001, p. 51). According to Tylor, animism was the 

opposite of rational science (Segal, 2014).  

Like most scholars of the time, Tylor's reasoning was based on unilinear evo-

lutionism, i.e. the idea that cultural change was a gradual development from sav-

agery towards civilisation, which all human societies had to undergo (Barnard, 

2000, pp. 8, 24–25; Segal, 2014, pp. 65–66; Harvey, 2017a, pp. 8–9).  

According to Tylor (1865, 1869, 1871), this unilinear evolutionary journey, 

spanning generations, always includes traces of past stages.  Christianity was re-

garded as such a trace within his own Victorian society, as it incorporated ani-

mistic elements, including the belief in active spiritual beings that can exist after 

the death of the body, which can affect a person’s life here and hereafter, for 

example, God, the Holy Spirit, and Jesus Christ. In his view, a rational Victorian 

science, which gradually needed Christianity less and less, was the height of hu-

man evolution, and animism and traces of past animistic thought were a failed 
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perception of reality, one that arose in the absence of rational science. Behind 

this failed animistic perception lay the true perception of reality, which equalled 

the Victorian scientific way of perceiving reality (Bird‐David, 1999; Segal, 2014). 

While Tylor’s notion of animism came to be criticised early on for his over-

trust in the unilinear evolutionism (Lang, 1899) and the lack of first-hand ethno-

graphic materials on which he drew his conclusions, which later affected other 

ethnographers significantly (Marett, 1900; Söderblom, 1912; Czaplicka, 1914, p. 

168) his definition of animism came to be generally accepted, even to the point 

that it entered the dictionaries and in the eyes of the general public animism is 

still defined based on Tylor’s reasoning (Bird‐David, 1999, p. 67). 

While the criticism of Tylor’s (1871) notion of animism reaches new highs at 

the end of 1990, rightly being argued to be both racist and colonial by implying 

that Indigenous ontologies and epistemologies are failed representations of real-

ity and how to gain knowledge about this reality (see chapter 2.4.), he should be 

acknowledged for pointing out the existence of religious thought among the con-

temporary Indigenous hunter-gatherers and hunter-herders, whom which he la-

belled as “savages” and “barbarians”. 

Many of the studies that Tylor criticises in Primitive Culture (1871) were con-

ducted by ethnographers and missionaries, who concluded that the ‘savage’ 

hunter-gatherers and hunter-herders lacked religious thought, as they did not be-

lieve in the Abrahamic God. They were godless heathens, or atheists, who needed 

to be saved by the Christian God and Jesus Christ (Tylor, 1871, pp. 418–421). 

What Tylor (1871) did was analyse several examples from across both space and 

time, from contemporary ethnography, mostly focusing on the Global South, to 

archaeological materials and interpretations from excavations in Europe, the 

Mediterranean and Egypt, to Iron Age Scandinavia and Russia, and he acknowl-

edged religion, in the form of animism, among hunter-gatherers and hunter-herd-

ers. For Tylor (1865, pp. 363–364), unilinear evolution is a process of develop-

ment moving forward, even for the so-called lower races and savages who were 

contemporary with him, as well as for the savages of the prehistoric past.  

This unilinear evolutionary perspective stood in contrast to the theory of de-

generation and to the arguments of Christian missionaries and scientific degen-

erationists. The only evidence Tylor (1865, p. 364) could find of degeneration 

within the ethnographic literature he drew his argument from was that only a 

change of environment, which was done by force, can cause degeneration. This 

reasoning can be set in relation to the concept of marginalisation and its effects 

if the force was caused by another group of people, most often colonialists. 

Like the degenerationists, Tylor (1865, pp. 361–363) argued for a common 

origin of all humans, but differences in development resulted in different groups 

being at different stages of evolution at different times and places.  
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This led him to discuss archaeological materials in relation to the ethno-

graphic materials. In his 1865 publication, Researches into the Early History of Man-

kind and the Development of Civilisation, he identifies certain material culture from 

the prehistoric past that would belong to a stage of the evolutionary process, 

compared with hunter-gatherers in ethnographic studies. He argues that the ma-

terial from the so-called ungrounded Stone Age in France must have belonged 

to hunters and fishers who were unable to domesticate animals, even dogs (Tylor, 

1865, p. 196). 

In this publication, he does not yet discuss animism as a concept, but he does 

discuss spirits and magic in relation to the ethnographic material he draws on to 

argue for the development of civilisation. In the conclusion, though, he draws 

further analogies between the ethnographic (back then and present) and the ar-

chaeological past, relating them to animism.  

He states that hunter-gatherers and hunter-herders at this stage of the evolu-

tionary process cannot distinguish between fact and fiction (Tylor, 1865, p. 370) 

and exemplifies it as follows: 

 

If the clouds are driven across the sky like cows from their pas-

ture, they are not merely compared to cows, but are thought of 

and talked of as though they really were cows. (Tylor, 1865, p. 

370). 

 

Part of Tylor’s quest with his notion of animism was to show that the contem-

porary ‘primitive savages’ were capable of religious thought, and that animism 

was the beginning of it. It is no wonder, then, that animism was not really dis-

cussed in archaeology at this time, given that it was still controversial in anthro-

pology. 

Most archaeologists at this time, as mentioned above, were mainly interested 

in geological and typological dating issues rather than in the origins and evolution 

of religion (Jones, 1967; Trigger, 2006, pp. 121–128). However, a few examples 

of how the archaeological material relates to religion can be found from this time.  

In 1906, minister and scholar of Celtic religion and mythology John Arnott 

MacCulloch published a paper in the journal The Expository Times with the title 

‘The Religion of the Palaeolithic Man’, in which he partly drew upon Tylor's no-

tion of animism in relation to various ethnographic analogies, and based on ar-

chaeological findings, argued that the people of the Palaeolithic were capable of 

religious thought. He argued:  
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…many things hint at a comparatively rich religious heritage pos-

sessed by man in quaternary times. He had high gods; he repre-

sented his divinities in artistic shape; he prayed to them; he wor-

shipped the dead and believed in a future life; he may have been 

an animist; he certainly believed in magic, and probably was a to-

temist and venerated animals; he adored the sun and had already 

evolved a certain number of quasi-religious symbols. This is a for-

midable list of religious beliefs with which to credit men whom 

we scarcely know save through their works. (MacCulloch, 1906, 

pp. 492–493). 

 

It is notable, by the way, that MacCulloch (1906) writes that he, like Tylor, knows 

that most readers will be sceptical of his conclusion, even though he presents 

archaeological evidence, supported by ethnographic analogies. 

At the end of the nineteenth century, the notion of totem had been known 

since 1791, from fur trader and explorer John Long’s (1791) publication Voyages 

and Travels of an Indian Interpreter and Trader (Frazer, 1887, p. 1). In 1869, sociologist 

and ethnologist John Ferguson McLennan (1864), drawing on Long’s notion of 

totem, added an -ism to totem and formed the notion of totemism in his study 

‘The Worship of Animals and Plants’. McLennan (1869, p. 416) views totemism, 

which he defines based on Long’s descriptions, as a superstition in which the 

belief in a favourite spirit, or totem, in the form of an animal, which watches over 

the totemist, is a previous stage of animism (McLennan, 1869, p. 423). McLennan 

does not criticise Tylor for his creation of the notion of animism, and at this 

point, pre-1871 and prior to the publication of Tylor’s Primitive Culture. Researches 

into the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Art, and Custom, the animistic-

totemic-shamanic discourse has not yet begun. 

The same applies to James G. Frazer’s theory of totemism (Frazer, 1887, 

1990, 2010). He defines totem as “a class of material objects which a savage re-

gards with superstitious respect, believing that there exists between him and every 

other member of the class an intimate and altogether special relation.” (Frazer, 

1887, p. 1). According to Frazer (1887, p. 2, 2010, p. 4), a totem differs from a 

fetish, i.e. an object believed to have magical or spiritual power, in that it is always 

a class of objects, most often an animal or a plant, rather than an individual ob-

ject. There are at least three kinds of totems: the clan totem, common to the clan 

and which is passed down from generation to generation, the sex totem, which 

relates to the sexes of the clan, and the individual totem, which belongs to the 

individual and cannot be passed on to the next generation. The members of the 

clan believe that they are descended from the clan totem and that, by treating the 
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totem with respect, including various taboos, especially those relating to the hunt-

ing and killing of the totem species, it will provide protection (Frazer, 1887, pp. 

2–3). Thus, Frazer (1887, p. 3) claims that totemism is both a religion and a social 

system, but he does not claim that it stands in opposition to animism. Animation, 

as in an animate object, is, though, mentioned as part of the totemic relation and 

the social system (Frazer, 1990, 2010). 

As with the word totem, the word shaman, deriving from the Siberian Evenki 

Tungusic word samān (Narby and Huxley, 2001; Vitebsky, 2001, p. 6; Harvey, 

2003, p. 1; Znamenski, 2007, p. 4; Balzer, 2015a, p. xv), was also at the time 

known from Russian Orthodox priest Avvakum Petrovich (1963 [1672]) and 

Dutch explorer Nicolaes Witsen (1705 [1692]). At the time when Tylor presented 

his notion of animism, scholars of shamanism were occupied with the definition 

of the word shaman as a religious specialist and whether the word shaman and 

shamanism could be applied to other religious specialists outside of Siberia, ra-

ther than claiming that shamanism was the origin of religion (Mikhailovskii and 

Wardrop, 1895). Some even argued that shamanism rests on animism (Petri, 

1928). Like totemism, shamanism did not conflict with animism at the beginning 

of the animistic-totemic-shamanic discourse. 

During the years to come, however, Tylor’s notion of animism came to be 

criticised for the lack of ethnographic evidence, which resulted in evolutionary 

critics claiming he missed a previous stage of the evolution of religion, which 

ethnologist Robert Marett (1900) described as animatism or pre-animism and 

ethnologist and mythologist Andrew Lang (1899) as totemism, but claiming that 

totemism is not the origin of religion but only the logic of the ‘primitive’. Reli-

gion, according to Lang (1899), was based on monotheism and real human ex-

perience rather than Tylor’s polytheism and animism, and McLennan’s and Fra-

zer’s totemisms (cf. Tylor, 1871, p. 418). Others, who rejected Tylor’s notion of 

animism, turned to shamanism (Söderblom, 1912; Czaplicka, 1914, p. 168) as a 

contrasting system of beliefs, which would later be argued to have also pre-ex-

isted animism and to have been seen as the origin of religious thought (see chap-

ter 2.4). 

It was with this critique, but particularly with Tylor’s reply and critique of 

McLennan’s and Frazer’s notions of totemism, put forward in Tylor’s paper ‘Re-

marks on totemism’, with especial reference to some modern theories respecting 

it’ (1899), that the animistic-totemic-shamanic discourse takes form. In this pa-

per, Tylor (1899) argues that species gods and spirits are dismissed in favour of 

totems. 

The beginning of the animistic-totemic-shamanic discourse had only a limited 

effect on archaeology in general, especially hunter-gatherer archaeology, as most 
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archaeologists were still primarily occupied with addressing issues of geological 

and typological dating (Jones, 1967; Trigger, 2006, pp. 121–128). 

In 1904, in response to archaeologist Arthur Bernard Cook's paper ‘The 

painted pebbles of Mas d’Azil’ (1903), Lang criticised Cook’s interpretations of 

the so-called portable art of the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic, i.e. tools and pen-

dants with engraved abstract geometric patterns, including the painted pebbles 

of Mas d’Azil, as being of animistic or totemistic character. Lang (1904), poten-

tially as part of his quests against Tylor’s animism and general polytheism, re-

jected Cook’s interpretation in favour of the painted pebbles and other portable 

art being gaming pieces or counters, used for games or calculation. 

Another early use of animism in hunter-gatherer archaeology can be found in 

the paper ‘Animistic forms in certain flints, showing human work’ from 1911, 

written by a Lieutenant-Colonel of the British Army named W. Underwood.  In 

this paper, Underwood (1911) discusses certain Palaeolithic flint nodules that he 

argues have humanoid and animaloid forms. It is not clear from the paper 

whether this is a case of pareidolia on Underwood's part or whether it is actually 

stone figurines, as the paper does not include images of the flint nodules. Either 

way, Underwood (1911, p. 108) argues that these humanoid- and animaloid-

shaped flint nodules are made and handled according to Palaeolithic man’s belief 

that they represent Gods and totems. Underwood refers only to other archaeol-

ogists in his paper, but, based on his use of the words "animistic" and "totems", 

it is likely that his interpretation draws on the animistic-totemic-shamanic dis-

course. 

Similarly, in 1917, archaeologist Philip Van Ness Myers further argued that it 

is likely that the Palaeolithic cave art of Europe was done by a class or caste of 

shamans or medicine men, equal to those shamans and medicine men existing 

among the contemporary, so-called, savage tribes, and the key to understanding 

the mysterious cave art would likely be totemism (Myers, 1917, p. 104).  

Another discussion in archaeology of Palaeolithic and Mesolithic religion, 

drawing on the animistic-totemic-shamanic discourse, was done by historian 

Thomas Rice Holmes, in his publication Ancient Britain and the Invasion of Julius 

Caesar from 1907, in which he argued the following regarding religion during 

Palaeolithic times in Britain:  

 

The Palaeolithic Briton fire, leaping, roaring and devouring, dev-

astating flood, rushing wind, lightning flash, disease, death itself - 

all may have been animated spirits… (Holmes, 1907, p. 51).    

 

It is, however, archaeologist Salomon Reinach (1908) who drew the most on the 

animistic-totemic-shamanic discourse this early on. While an advocate of Max 
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Müller’s naturism (not to be confused with Viveiros de Castro’s and Descola’s 

naturalism, see Ch. 2.5) instead of Tylor’s animism, in which Müller (1909) argued 

that religion has its origin in human imagination related to natural phenomena, 

Reinach (1908) argued for the following unilinear evolutionary processes begin-

ning in Palaeolithic times:  

The history of humanity is that of a progressive secularisation, 

which is still far from complete. In the beginning, the entire at-

mosphere in which humanity moved was, as it were, saturated 

with animism, and animism, as I have shown, logically leads to 

taboos, totemism, and the material advances that only totemism 

made possible. But humanity did not remain passive in the face 

of the thousand spiritual forces by which it felt surrounded, or 

of the precarious benevolence and insidious hostility of nature. 

It found an ally in a false science, which is the mother of all true 

sciences: magic. What is magic? I know of no short definition 

that satisfies me; I will attempt to propose one. Magic is the 

strategy of animism… a peaceful form of strategy. Through 

magic, human beings take the offensive against things, or rather, 

they become like conductors in the great concert of spirits that 

buzz in their ears. They command them and believe they are 

obeyed. When this illusion becomes, even in a very small part, a 

reality verified by experience, science will be born from magic 

and will begin, to the detriment of its mother, that long evolu-

tion toward secularisation which continues before our eyes 

(Reinach, 1908, p. xv). 

Drawing on Reinach and his argument that the Palaeolithic cave art perhaps rep-

resents a form of totemism (1899, p. 478), archaeologists Émile Cartailhac and 

Henri Breuil (1906, p. 157) further suggested that the images in the cave of Alta-

mira were not done for decorative purposes but were of religious symbolic char-

acter representing Palaeolithic ceremonies, rites, and clan totems. 

By the time of Tylor’s death in 1917, it was now established that religious 

thought in some form, animism or totemism, including shamans or not, was pre-

sent among contemporary hunter-gatherers and hunter-herders, as well as poten-

tially, based on ethnographic analogies, present among prehistoric hunter-gath-

erers. 

Important to emphasise here is that the archaeological studies mentioned 

above are drawing heavily on ethnographic analogies based on the evolutionary 
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premise that religious, or quasi-religious thought, in the form of animism or to-

temism, is possible because the hunter-gatherers and hunter-herders of the eth-

nographic studies were on the same evolutionary stage as the prehistoric hunter-

gatherers of Europe. 

2.3. A Totemic Functionalism and Structuralism 

 
It was not until sociologist Émile Durkheim’s criticism of Tylor’s notion of ani-

mism in his publication The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (2001 [1912]) that 

totemism was proposed as the origin of religion. 

Like Tylor, Durkheim (2001) was interested in the origin of religion and its 

general function in relation to society. While still a unilinear evolutionist, but not 

to the same degree as Tylor, Durkheim (2001, p. 81) sought the elementary no-

tions upon which religion rests. He did so among what he argued to be the most 

primitive of peoples and their religion: The Aboriginal Australians. 

By studying the religion of the Aboriginal Australians, based on the premise 

of universal laws, he thought that the elementary notions found among the to-

temists of Australia applied to religion in general and therefore would result in a 

universal theory of religion and society (Durkheim, 2001, pp. 310–311). 

Durkheim (2001, pp. 51, 59, 76) argued that both Tylor’s notion of animism 

and Müller’s notion of naturism were the result of delirious interpretation and 

the idea that the primitive mind was comparable to a child’s not yet fully devel-

oped mind. 

Naturism and animism, the belief in cosmic forces, such as winds, rivers, stars 

and the sky in the former, and spiritual beings – deriving from dreams and ideas 

about death in the latter (Durkheim, 2001, p. 47), build on the premise that the 

ideas and beliefs in spirits, souls, and a land of the dead were already a priori and 

thus these two theories say nothing about the origin of religion nor is it any idea 

to discuss it, according to Durkheim (2001, pp. 54–56), he reasoned as follows:  

 

…religious belief would be nothing but hallucinated representa-

tions with no objective foundation. The assumption is that these 

beliefs are all derived from the notion of the soul, since spirits and 

gods are considered merely purified souls. But the notion of the 

soul itself, according to Tylor and his disciples, is flooded with 

vague and inconsistent images that occupy our minds during 

sleep, for the soul is the double, and the double is only man as he 
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appears to himself during sleep. From this point of view, the sa-

cred beings would be nothing but imaginary notions that man cre-

ated in a kind of delirium that seizes him regularly each day, and 

it is impossible to see what useful ends they serve or to what they 

correspond in reality. (Durkheim, 2001, p. 61)    

 

Instead, Durkheim argued that “…there are no false religions. All are true in their 

fashion: all respond, if in different ways, to the given conditions of human exist-

ence” (Durkheim, 2001, p. 4). 

Religion, according to Durkheim (2001, p. 46), is a system of beliefs and prac-

tices, including sacred things, which calls for adherents to a single moral within a 

community. 

Totemism, he defines, is a bond of kinship, not a kinship of blood relations, 

but of clan name and emblem, i.e., the totem. The totem belongs to each mem-

ber, but at the same time, to the clan as a collective. It often takes the form of a 

plant or animal, primarily the latter, but it can also be, though rarely, what Durk-

heim refers to as inanimate things (Durkheim, 2001, pp. 88–92). 

The totem is of religious character, and all things and phenomena are classi-

fied as either sacred or profane in relation to the totem. Thus, the totem is subject 

to various rituals and taboos governing what can and cannot be done in relation 

to it, for example, hunting and eating the totem animal (Durkheim, 2001, pp. 96–

102).  

The origin of this totemic kinship, according to Durkheim (2001, p. 140), lies 

in a universal force; thus, totemism is not a religion of humans and animals, but 

an anonymous and impersonal force that encompasses everything. Every totemic 

clan, or cult, worships this force, which Durkheim compared to an impersonal, 

nameless god, and an immanent god of everything without history. To better 

understand this force, he borrows the concept of mana from the priest and an-

thropologist Robert Henry Codrington (1891), who identified the notion of 

mana among the Melanesian peoples he worked with at the end of the nineteenth 

century. Durkheim (2001, pp. 144–145) also compared this notion with the wakan 

among the Dakota, Lakota, and Nakota, which he referred to as the ‘Sioux’, and 

the orenda among the Haudenosaunee, which he referred to as the Iroquois  

Mana is the essence of the totem and what gives existence and life to every-

thing – both the material, animate, and inanimate things, such as plants and ani-

mals in the former, and stones and minerals in the latter, and immaterial and 

immanent things and phenomena, such as ancestors, spirits, and even attributed 

to the action and wishes of humans (Durkheim, 2001, pp. 145–151). 
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The totem, and mana in general, is neither good nor evil, so it is both feared 

and respected and thus, according to Durkheim (2001, p. 142), it is the source of 

the clan’s morality. 

This function of mana and the totems as a source of the clan’s morality is 

what Durkheim referred to as the totemic principle. The Aboriginal Australians 

think they worship the sacred totem, but in reality, they worship mana, or rather, 

they adhere to a single moral within the clan. Thus, Durkheim’s notion of totem-

ism is a form of functionalism where, behind the notions of totem and mana, lies 

a function which is only visible to the analysing ethnographer and not the prac-

tising totemists. 

While Boas, in his paper ‘The origin of totemism’ (1916), criticised Durkheim 

for his universal functionalist perspective and instead argued that totemism is an 

artificial unit and not a natural one which do not derive from the same psycho-

logical or historical source, in line with his individual functionalism, Radcliff-

Brown (1952) instead came to develop, by both criticising and drawing on, Durk-

heim’s totemism but with a shift in focus. Instead of focusing on the origin of 

religion, as Durkheim did, Radcliffe-Brown concentrated on totemism as a social 

function, in line with his structural-functionalist perspective. To Radcliffe-

Brown, totemism was not primarily a religion but a system of social classification, 

an institution necessary for maintaining the equilibrium of society. He (Radcliffe-

Brown, 1929, p. 415) emphasises, though, that totemic society needs to be com-

pared with non-totemic societies, suggesting that his study of the Andaman Is-

landers serves as a comparison (see Radcliffe-Brown, 1948).   

Thus, both Boas and Radcliffe-Brown, drawing on different kinds of func-

tionalism, came to criticise earlier scholars of the evolutionary perspective on 

totemism, such as McLennan (1869), Frazer (1887), Lang (1899), and Durkheim 

(2001).  

To summarise, it was only Lang and Durkheim who directly criticised Tylor’s 

notion of animism for not being the origin of religion. The others, mentioned 

and not mentioned here (e.g. Smith, 1889; Spencer and Gillen, 1898), were mainly 

concerned with the discourse of totemism and not relating to the now-outdated 

theory of animism (for a detailed discussion on the discourse of totemism, see 

Freud, 1919, Chapter 4; Lévi-Strauss, 1969). 

In archaeology and the study of prehistoric hunter-gatherers, totemism made 

a greater impact than animism (c.f. Reinach, 1899, 1908; Cook, 1903; Cartailhac 

and Breuil, 1906; Holmes, 1907; Underwood, 1911; Myers, 1917). Yet Rhys Jones 

states in his 1967 paper ‘From totemism to totemism in Palaeolithic art’ that ar-

chaeology contributed nothing to the early theories of the origin of religion. 

Scholars of Palaeolithic cave art at the end of the nineteenth century, he argues, 
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refused to make spiritual or ritual connections to cave art and portable art (Jones, 

1967).  

While Jones (1967) is correct, his statement is only partly true. Archaeology 

did not contribute to the early theories of animism and totemism, but a few did 

draw upon them, thereby confirming and reproducing them. In addition to the 

archaeological examples mentioned above, published in the early twentieth cen-

tury (Reinach, 1899, 1908; Cook, 1903; Cartailhac and Breuil, 1906; Macculloch, 

1906; Holmes, 1907; Underwood, 1911; Myers, 1917; Barton, 1919), a few more 

examples can be found from the period between 1920 and 1960; however, many 

of them focus on American or Australian archaeological and ethnohistorical con-

texts (e.g. Barbeau, 1929; Davidson, 1935; Heizer and Hewes, 1940; Drucker, 

1948), likely as a result of the notion of totemism being developed in North 

America and in the Global South, particularly Australia (Tylor, 1899, p. 138). 

While Breuil (1913, 1949, 1950, 1952; Breuil and Obermaier, 1935) had ar-

gued for totemic interpretations of the Palaeolithic imagery throughout the first 

decade of the twentieth century, he began in the 1920s, now drawing more on 

Frazer rather than Reinach, to shift away from totemism towards the notion of 

sympathic magic, i.e. the belief that depicting an animal could influence the real 

animal in the world. Sometime in the early 1920s, Breuil drew the now-famous 

image of the so-called hybrid human-deer ‘sorcerer’ from the cave of Les Trois-

Frères, which would later have been interpreted as a depiction of a Palaeolithic 

shaman (Andreas Lommel, 1967, p. 107). 

In the 1940s, the idea of a Palaeolithic fertility cult arose in relation to the so-

called Venus figurines (Pettitt, 2017, p. 869), and archaeologist George A. Barton 

(1940), partly drawing on Breuil, took this argument to the point where he 

claimed that this fertility cult was the origin of religion rather than Tylor’s notion 

of animism, or Durkheim’s totemism. Animism and totemism, he argued, did not 

yet exist in the Palaeolithic but emerged as shifting developments of the fertility 

cult in the early Neolithic (Barton, 1940, pp. 145–146).  

Other archaeologists at the time were instead proposing a Durkheimian to-

temic interpretation of both Palaeolithic art and burials (Klingender, 1954; Bin-

ford, 1971). Among them, and most important to mention, is André Leroi-

Gourhan. Partly drawing on both Durkheim and Marcel Mauss, Leroi-Gourhan 

(1968, 1989, pp. 136–147) dismissed the totemic and sympathetic-magic inter-

pretations of Reinach, Breuil, and their followers in favour of a structural analysis 

of cave art and other archaeological materials. While not a pure structuralist, 

Leroi-Gourhan was influenced by the contemporary structuralist intellectual 

movement in France (Conneller, 2011, p. 27), and through that, he stressed that 

the focus of the analysis of the images should be on the images themselves and 

analysis should entail counting, mapping and statistics rather than explaining 
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them based on ethnographic analogies which would only result in animism, to-

temism, and sympathic magic projected on to the images. While critical of the 

use of ethnographic analogies, Leroi-Gourhan still partly argued that the images 

in the cave are grounded in some form of prehistoric religion, and that the caves 

were organised sanctuaries, in which the images themselves were not randomly 

made but rather a coherent grammar, and every animal representation is associ-

ated with each other as well as the geometrical abstract signs (Schlanger, 2025, 

pp. 30–32). 

While Leroi-Gourhan’s (1968; see also Schlanger, 2025) work was a turning 

point in the archaeological part of the animistic-totemic-shamanic discourse, 

even more so was Lévi-Strauss's publication Totémisme from 1962, within the an-

thropological part, in which he critiqued all previous notions of totemism, in-

cluding Durkheim’s, yet still partly drawing on Durkheim, for being merely an 

illusion. According to Lévi-Strauss (1969), it was a mistake to define totemism as 

a distinct and coherent institution, and the notion of totemism was only an in-

vented category to mark certain peoples as fundamentally different in their 

modes of thought. Paradoxically, Lévi-Strauss (1969) denies the existence of to-

temism as a unified system of belief, but at the same time, he reuses the phenom-

ena of totemism, arguing instead, based on structural analysis, that it is a universal 

human logical classification, related to group affiliation, which applies to all hu-

mans, Westerners as well as non-Westerners, and their everyday reasoning. 

Lévi-Strauss's analysis of totemism, combined with Leroi-Gourhan's criticism 

of totemism and sympathetic magic, may be considered the nail in totemism's 

coffin. For archaeology and its relation to totemism, this resulted in an archaeol-

ogy of totemism not developing, compared with the archaeology of shamanism 

that later emerged at the end of the 1980s (see Ch. 2.4).  

I suspect, on somewhat speculative grounds, that totemism did not have a 

significant impact on the archaeology of European Palaeolithic, Mesolithic and 

Neolithic hunter-gatherers, given Lévi-Strauss's and Leroi-Gourhan’s structural 

critique of totemism. Instead, their structuralism was better suited to the return 

of shamanism, as part of the universal structural mind of all humans. 

2.4. A Return to Structural Shamanism 

 
As mentioned above, the notion of the shaman, deriving from the Tungusic-

Evenki word samān, had been known since the writings of Russian Orthodox 

(Old Believers, R. Staroobryadtsy) priest Avvakum Petrocvich (1963 [1672]) and 
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further generally spread, especially to European scholars, through the Dutch ex-

plorer Nicolaes Witsen (1705) in his publication Noord en Oost Tartarye from 1692 

(Narby and Huxley, 2001; Vitebsky, 2001, p. 6; Harvey, 2003, p. 1; Znamenski, 

2007, p. 4; Balzer, 2015a, p. xv), and later through German explorers during the 

eighteenth century (Znamenski, 2003, pp. 1–3). It is unknown by whom and ex-

actly when the ‘-ism’ was added, but it is used without any discussion by explorer 

Ferdinand Petrovich von Wrangel in 1840, and by anthropologist and archaeol-

ogist John Lubbock in 1870, and by 1903, it seems to have become an established 

term in anthropology, as French anthropologist and folklorist Arnold van 

Gennep (2001 [1903]) warned his contemporaries that the concept was danger-

ously vague. He criticised the notion of shamanism for lacking a set of beliefs 

and argued that it describes only a person who occupies a special religious and 

social position in Siberian societies. He emphasises that the shaman is not differ-

ent from a medicine man found in other parts of the world, and asks, in contrast, 

why Catholicism and Protestantism are not called priestism and ministerism. Fur-

ther, he claims that when contemporary scholars use the notion of shamanism, 

they accept an invention by nineteenth-century explorers, and it would be a mis-

take to apply it to a European historical context (see Lubbock, 1870; Potanin, 

1926; Ksenofontov, 1992; Ginzburg, 2004, 2011; Eliade, 2020). 

The scholar of religion Graham Harvey and the archaeologist Robert J. Wallis 

(2015, p. 1) have emphasised that adding the ‘-ism’ to shaman creates an illusion 

of a unified system of belief known to both the “shamanist” informant and the 

ethnographer. This unified system, however, does not exist, as even among the 

Evenki, there are different understandings of what a shaman does and who they 

are (Harvey and Wallis, 2015, p. 1; see also Paper III). 

During the early Enlightenment, missionaries and explorers, based on their 

early modern Christian ontology, viewed this system of belief as related to the 

devil and saw the shamans as servants of evil (Znamenski, 2007, p. 5). Later hu-

manist explorers instead drew on the rationalism and scepticism of the Enlight-

enment, thereby producing a view of the shaman as a second-rate performer, a 

clown and a juggler, incapable of threatening Christian authority (Znamenski, 

2007, pp. 6–7; e.g. Lafitau, 1724; Gmelin, 1751).  

During the nineteenth century and early twentieth century, the view of the 

shaman as a hoax begun to slowly shifted toward the idea that while hoax sham-

ans do exist (e.g. Krivoshapkin, 1865), there are also other shamans with a dif-

ferent history (Wrangel, 1840, pp. 123–124) and thereby it became reasonable to 

claim that shamanism was an early form of religion (see Lubbock, 1870, p. 253; 

Bogoras, 1901; Stadling, 1912; Potanin, 1926; Ksenofontov, 1992), and implicitly 

then challenge Tylor’s notion of animism as the beginning of religion. Both West-
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ern and Russian degenerationists argued at this time that shamanism was a de-

generate form of an earlier universal religion, with its origin in either Indian Hin-

duism or Tibetan Buddhism (Znamenski, 2003, p. 6; e.g. Laufer, 1917), or, con-

versely, that Christianity was a degenerate form of shamanism (Potanin, 1926; 

Ksenofontov, 1992). 

In general, however, the animistic-totemic-shamanic discourse had not yet 

begun, as much of the research into shamanism had, since the Enlightenment, 

focused on the shaman from an individual perspective rather than a communal 

one, mainly to define what a shaman actually is and how a shaman differed from 

a medicine man or sorcerer (see Lubbock, 1870; Mikhailovskii and Wardrop, 

1895; Gennep, 2001). 

It was not until the early twentieth century that animism was critiqued in light 

of the notion of shamanism (see Söderblom, 1912; Czaplicka, 1914, p. 417). At 

the same time, it can be argued that shamanism, or rather the practices of sham-

anising, rested on Tylor's notion of animism (Stadling, 1912, pp. 8–16; Hult-

krantz, 2000, p. 27). Tylor himself used the word "shaman” only rarely (Hult-

krantz, 2000, p. 27). 

In 1914, anthropologist Marie Antoinette Czaplicka discussed the relation be-

tween Tylor’s notion of animism and shamanism, including the notion of pre-

animism and animatism suggested by other scholars (Lang and Marett, 1900; 

Marett, 1900; Söderblom, 1912). She concluded that it is as difficult to speak of 

a general primitive religion as it would be to speak of Christianity as one religion, 

and it is up to her readers to decide whether shamanism would be considered a 

local Siberian cult or a general primitive magico-religion (Czaplicka, 1914, p. 417). 

It can be argued, though, that by focusing on the so-called ‘Arctic hysteria’ (later 

known as ‘shamanic sickness’ (see Basilov, 2015)), drawing on the exile-ethnog-

rapher Vladimir Bogoras (1904), she viewed shamanism as a Siberian phenome-

non.  

While shamanism was only implicitly challenging Tylor’s notion of animism 

in the beginning of the twentieth century, Durkheim's (2001) totemism, as men-

tioned above, constituted the main criticism of animism, but it seems that totem-

ism in general was limited to the Global South and North America and did not 

affect the animistic-shamanic part of the animistic-totemic-shamanic discourse 

in northern Eurasia (c.f. Frazer, 1887, 1990; Bogoras, 1904; Boas, 1916b; Rad-

cliffe-Brown, 1952; Durkheim, 2001; Jochelson, 2016). 

Bogoras (1901), however, mentioned totems in relation to marriage among 

the Chukchi of the Siberian Far East, but Czaplinka (1914, p. 295) states that she 

finds no other traces of totemism in her secondary ethnographic materials thir-

teen years later. A limited number of Russian and later Soviet scholars, though, 
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applied the notion of totemism from an evolutionary and, later, Marxist perspec-

tive rather than a Durkheimian one, each in different ways incorporating it into 

their studies of clan structure, spirit classification, and early religion related to 

shamanism (see Zelenin, 1936; Vashchenko and Dolgikh, 1962; Zolotarev, 1964; 

Tokareva, 1989, pp. 87–95; Shternberg, 1999). Still, totemism never became a 

dominant theoretical framework in Siberian ethnography of the early twentieth 

century. 

Instead, Bogoras’ (1901, 1907, 1910) ethnographic works on Chukchi sham-

anism had a major impact on both Western and later Soviet studies of shamanism 

and, over time, overshadowed Tylor’s work (e.g. Stadling, 1912; Czaplicka, 1914). 

This was largely because Bogoras’ (1901, 1904, 1907, 1910) work was based on 

primary ethnographic materials collected through fieldwork, whereas Tylor 

(1869, 1870, 1871) relied on secondary proto-ethnographic materials, much of 

which came from missionary accounts, at a time when Boas, and later Radcliffe-

Brown, and Malinowski, were emphasising the importance of rigorous fieldwork 

methods in anthropology, which was part of the Boasian critique of cultural evo-

lutionism in favour of cultural relativism (Trigger, 2006, pp. 319–320; Znamen-

ski, 2007, p. 61). Consequently, Bogoras provided a foundation of empirically 

grounded knowledge that later Western and Soviet scholars could draw on, es-

tablishing a new standard for the study of Siberian and north-central Eurasian 

shamanism. 

The early twentieth-century question, asked among others by Czaplicka (1914, 

p. 417), of whether shamanism is a specific Siberian phenomenon or a more gen-

eral primitive magico-religion, more or less unrelated to animism and totemism, 

has since lain at the core of shamanic research (Hultkrantz, 2000, pp. 28–32). 

This has further led to what anthropologist Marjorie Mandelstam Balzer de-

scribes as a great division among the scholars of shamanism, “between those who 

see shamanism as stemming from humanity’s most archaic and therefore arche-

typical levels of spirituality and symbolism and those who trace more specific 

trends” (Balzer, 2015a, p. xvii), mainly Siberian or Central Asian related. 

A contribution to this division, in favour of shamanism existing beyond Sibe-

ria, was the Russian-American Jesup North Pacific Expedition (1897 – 1902). 

Organised by Boas, with ethnographic fieldwork conducted by Vladimir and So-

fia Bogoras, Vladimir and Dina Jochelson, and Lev Shtermberg, among others, 

the expedition aimed to study Indigenous relations on both sides of Beringia. 

Included in this expedition was the documentation of shamanic practises across 

a single comparative framework (Znamenski, 2007, pp. 65–66). 

The fieldwork of Bogoras (1907) among the Chukchi and Jochelson (2016) 

among the Koryak and Yukaghir, published in the Memoirs of the American Museum 

of Natural History (1909), gave their findings an international reach that Russian-
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language publications had previously been unable to achieve. By placing Siberian 

shamanism alongside the practices of American Northwest Coast Indigenous 

peoples, the expedition challenged the notion that shamanism was a Siberian-

only phenomenon, suggesting instead that it crossed cultural and continental 

boundaries. Historian Andrei A. Znamenski (2003, p. 17, 2007, pp. 65–66) de-

scribes this as the “shamanic complex”, i.e., anthropologists began to use sham-

anism to describe spiritual practices among the Indigenous peoples of Siberia, 

North America, and later beyond. 

Following the Jesup North Pacific Expedition was Czaplicka’s synthesis, Ab-

original Siberia. A Study in Social Anthropology from 1914, in which it can be seen 

how the rigorous fieldwork methods of long-term observation and participant 

observation (see detailed discussion on the ethnographic methods in Ch. 3.2 and 

Paper I) used by the ethnographers she drew on made an impact on how eth-

nographers should collect the now vanishing archaic phenomenon of shaman-

ism, as a result of colonialism and conversion of the Siberia and North America. 

Part of the method of collecting shamanism involved the ethnographic construc-

tion of general categories of shamanism, such as “black” and “white” shamans, 

“family” and “professional” shamans, “strong” and “weak” shamans, and “he-

reditary” versus “elected” shamans (Znamenski, 2003, p. 17). 

Alongside these general categories, and as part of this rigorous fieldwork, a 

psychological or cognitive focus on the shaman's mind was pursued, with the aim 

of studying it objectively (Vitebsky, 2001, pp. 140–141; Znamenski, 2007 Ch. 3). 

Yet, the so-called Arctic hysteria and the supposed mental sickness, i.e. the sha-

manic sickness (see Basilov, 2015), as an initial stage of becoming a shaman, lin-

gered, either as part of the psychological focus or as the alternative perspective 

based on older research (Znamenski, 2007 Ch. 3-4; e.g. Ksenofontov, 1929; Shi-

rokogoroff, 1935; Zelenin, 1936; Ohlmarks, 1939). 

Following the February and October revolutions in 1917, and later the estab-

lishment of the Soviet Union in 1922, the study of shamanism changed under the 

influence of Marxism. 

In the early years of Soviet research, shamanism was perceived as an evolu-

tionary, egalitarian and primitive stage of religious thought, led by the so-called 

“family” shaman, i.e., an elder who, through shamanic practices, aids his or her 

community in spiritual relations. The opposite of the “family” shaman, known 

as a “professional” shaman, was instead a modern version, not part of the archaic, 

egalitarian form of shamanism, but rather a part of the modern, unequal, class-

based, and male-dominated shamanism (Znamenski, 2003, pp. 25–26). This per-

spective was proposed by Bogoras as early as 1910 and reproduced by Czaplicka 

in 1914, Khangalov in 1916, and had its theoretical basis in Frederick Engels’s 

(2010; see also: Marx and Engels, 2009) social evolutionism. Over time, the view 
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of shamans and shamanism shifted to see them as a survival of primitive religion 

that would naturally disappear with modernisation and socialist progress. It was 

a primitive superstition used by shamans who were framed as exploiters who 

manipulated the uneducated Indigenous working class for personal gain (Zna-

menski, 2003, pp. 23–26). This perspective on shamanism led to the persecution 

of shamans and Indigenous peoples who adhered to a religion viewed as sham-

anism, under the Soviet Union's anti-religious ideology from 1930 until it sub-

sided in the 1960s (Znamenski, 2003, pp. 24–27; Balzer, 2015b, p. xiv). 

Studies of Shamanism in the West instead continued to view it as a form of 

mental sickness (e.g. Ohlmarks, 1939). It was later reframed in light of modern 

medicine and psychology (Kytmanov, 1930), but also related to psychedelic “nat-

ural” drugs, which would explain the trans or state of ecstasy the shamans used 

during the rituals (Harner, 1990; see also: McKenna, 2003). From this Western 

modernist psychological focus derives the contemporary form of Western new 

age shamanism, known as neo-shamanism (Vitebsky, 2001, pp. 150–153; Wallis, 

2003; Carocci, 2025, pp. 30–32). 

This psychological modernist perspective reached a major point in 1951, 

when the scholar of religion Mircea Eliade published his book on shamanism, Le 

Chamanisme et les techniques archaïques de l'extase, which was later published in Eng-

lish as Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy in 1964. In Eliade’s (2020) work, 

the shaman was a gifted neurotic and epileptic who could more or less control 

the state of ecstasy and trance, from which various spiritual visions derived. 

These techniques of ecstasy, trance, and cosmic flights, he argues, are the core of 

shamanism. This focus led to the idea that if the shaman's inner experiences 

could be explained in psychological terms as a state of ecstasy or trance, then it 

could, in principle, be found anywhere the same kind of psychology existed. Eli-

ade (2020) rejected the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century idea that the 

shaman was a result of mental sickness, as well as the idea that shamanism was a 

degenerate form of other religions, and the diffusion of techniques and rituals. 

The shaman, he argues, based on secondary ethnographic materials, is instead a 

guardian of an archaic spiritual technology that was not only Indigenous Siberian 

or American but human. 

It should be stressed that structuralism, as part of modernity with its origins 

in linguistics in the early twentieth century, evolved during the 1930s and 1940s 

into a major theoretical perspective in Western philosophy (Barnard, 2000, pp. 

120–128). As mentioned above (Ch. 2), the synchronic perspectives, including 

structuralism, evolved as a reaction to the diachronic perspectives of unilinear 

evolutionism and diffusionism, which legitimised racism, essentialism, and colo-

nialism. In a post-World War context, the view of a universally equally structured 

mind of all humans was perceived as well, and it was during this time that Lévi-
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Strauss published Les Structures élémentaires de la parenté (1949), which came to have 

major influence on the anthropological discipline (Doja, 2006), and it was shortly 

followed by Eliade’s work on shamanism in 1951, in which the mind of the 

shaman was not excluded from the universal structuralism of the human mind. 

While Eliade’s work has had a major impact (Thomas and Humphrey, 1994, 

p. 1; Kehoe, 2000, pp. 1–3), it has also been subject to extensive criticism.  

Russian ethnographer Leonid Pavlovich Potapov (1991) criticised Eliade for 

placing the ecstasy at the core shamanism and exaggerating its function, reducing 

the practises to merely techniques, and overlooking the Siberian so called “sha-

manic worldview”(see also Hultkrantz, 2000, p. 33), i.e. a view of the world di-

vided in different layers, up to twenty layers depending on the ontology, stretch-

ing from the upper worlds of heaven, through the middle world of the earth, to 

the lower worlds of the underground, which often is set in horizontal relation to 

the main river of the local environment (Anisimov, 1963; Funk, 2018). A 

worldview which, according to anthropologist and ethnographer Vladimir Niko-

laevich Basilov (1997), Eliade reduced to a general three-part, divided cosmology 

consisting only of the upper world, middle world, and the underworld, leaving 

out the complexity of the many sublayers and the horizontal and, at the same 

time, vertical relations between the worlds (see Anisimov, 1963; Lar, 1998, pp. 

13–15; Vitebsky, 2001, pp. 70–73; Funk, 2018). Furthermore, anthropologists 

and ethnographers Nicholas Thomas and Caroline Humphrey (1994, pp. 1–2) 

criticised Eliade for omitting the political aspects of shamanism and for making 

it global, and thereby detaching it from north-central Asia and its origins. Zna-

menski (2003, pp. 1–2) has stressed that Eliade mainly relied on German second-

ary ethnographic sources, mainly linguist Wilhelm Radloff, and points out, based 

on the few Russian sources Eliade drew on and his conclusions made based on 

these Russian sources, that it becomes clear that he did not know the Russian 

language and instead relied on German translations of the original sources. Zna-

menski (2007, pp. 178–179) also stressed that Eliade’s work included much im-

agination, likely informed by his literary authorship, placing his work on sham-

anism somewhere between academic research and fictional literature.  

The main criticism of his work is advanced by anthropologist and ethnog-

rapher Alice Beck Kehoe (1996, 2000), who argues that Eliade’s work on sham-

anism is based on secondary, unreliable sources that he does not always fully 

grasp. Eliade is, according to Kehoe, romanticising shamanism and “perpetuates 

the classical myth that out beyond civilization roam noble savages preserving a 

primordial religion more pure and true than any in the West” (Kehoe, 2000, p. 

2). This, she argues, drawing on anthropologist Eric Wolf, makes them people 

without history (for a detailed criticism of Eliade see Hamayon, 1990; Kehoe, 

2000, pp. 1–6; Hutton, 2001, pp. Part II and III). 
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In line with Kehoe (2000, pp. 1–6), Humphrey (1994, p. 191) and Harvey 

(2003, pp. 7–8, 19), also stress that in Eliade’s work, Indigenous peoples who 

follow shamans are viewed as fixed in time, that a shaman is a timeless mystery, 

and that a true shaman is archaic; otherwise, he is a hoax. 

This creation of making the shaman a timeless mystery (Humphrey, 1994, p. 

191) and a global phenomenon (Znamenski, 2007, p. 180) is exceptionally inter-

esting in relation to archaeology and history. While many of Eliade’s predecessors 

restricted shamanism to Siberia and North America (e.g. Bogoras, 1901, 1904; 

Czaplicka, 1914; Boas, 1916b; Jochelson, 2016), Eliade made it possible, through 

his making shamanism a part of the history of religion, to apply shamanism to all 

non-Western and pre-Christian European beliefs that stood apart from organised 

world religions, and where spiritual practice centred on the deliberate entry into 

an altered state of consciousness, i.e. the archaic techniques of ecstasy and trance 

(Znamenski, 2007, pp. 170, 180). 

Drawing on Eliade, the historian Carlo Ginzburg (2004, 2011) came further 

to reproduce the idea of a universal structural shamanism independent of time 

and space, when arguing that the witches’ sabbath partly derived from a pre-

Christian and pan-European shamanistic tradition, preserved within European 

folklore, which included ecstatic journeys, out-of-body experiences, and human–

animal transformations, which he links through broad comparative analogies to 

a wider Eurasian shamanism, with its origin in the prehistoric past. 

Shamanism, like animism and totemism discussed above (Jones, 1967), was 

not dealt with in a rigorous theoretical and methodological way before the emer-

gence of cognitive archaeology as part of the late processual paradigm (Price, 

2001b, pp. 6–7; Trigger, 2006, pp. 509–510; Znamenski, 2007, p. 167). When 

shamanism was discussed in anthropological and ethnographic publications, au-

thors often made speculative archaeological arguments that projected shamanism 

back into ancient times (e.g. Stadling, 1912, p. 2; Myers, 1917). While these re-

mained unscientific speculations, they nonetheless contributed to the idea that 

shamanism was the oldest religion, implicitly displacing Tylor's (1869, 1871) no-

tion of animism from its position as the earliest form of religion, as well as 

Marett’s (1900) pre-animism and animatism, Müller's (1909) naturalism, and 

Durkheim's (2001) totemism. Shamanism thereby implicitly claimed the position 

of the earliest religion within the animistic-totemic-shamanic discourse, a posi-

tion that Eliade's (2020) universalist and structuralist perspective brought into a 

coherent scholarly argument. 

The decades following Eliade’s notion of shamanism saw an interdisciplinary 

field gradually emerge, which was established in 1988 with the founding of the 

International Society for Shamanistic Research (ISSR), later reconstituted as the 

International Society for Academic Research on Shamanism (ISARS), with the 
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aim of promoting interdisciplinary research broadly related to shamans and 

shamanism. The founding of this society reflected that shamanism was no longer 

a regional ethnographic phenomenon but a coherent academic field of research. 

Key scholars in this interdisciplinary field during these decades were the historian 

of religion Åke Hultkrantz and the folklorists Mihály Hoppál and Anna-Leena 

Siikala.  

Hultkrantz (1973, 2000; Bäckman and Hultkranz, 1978), partly drew on Eli-

ade’s structural universalist approach, but refined it based on ethnographic field-

work and relating shamanism to social and ecological contexts, defined the 

shaman as: “a social functionary who, with the aid of guardian or helping spirits, 

attains a state of ecstasy in order to create connections with the supernatural 

world on behalf of his tribesmen.” (Hultkrantz, 1973, p. 34), and shamanism, he 

defined as a: “complex of belief, rites and traditions clustered around the shaman 

and his activities” (Hultkrantz, 1973, p. 36). 

Siikala (1982, 1992b), similar to Hultkrantz, emphasised that shamanism is 

not in itself a religion, but “… a complex of different rites and beliefs surround-

ing the activities of the shaman connected with very different religions” (Siikala, 

1992b, p. 1); thus, she acknowledges its existence within syncretisms. Further-

more, drawing on Eliade, she stresses that “Shamanism is founded on a special 

technique for achieving ecstasy by means of which the shaman enters an altered 

state of consciousness…” (Siikala, 1992b, p. 1). 

Hoppál (2007; Hoppál and Diószegi, 1984), instead, retained Eliade's focus 

on ecstasy and trance, but he replaced Eliade's structural and universalist ap-

proach with a semiotic and ethnographically grounded approach, especially draw-

ing on orientalist and ethnographer Vilmos Diószegi, thereby insisting on cultural 

particularism. Shamanism is, according to Hoppál, “an institution which serves 

to construct a meaningful semantic universe by the process of symbolic media-

tion” (Hoppál, 1992, p. 129), with “Shamans as mediators create order and re-

establish balance within their groups such that their role is socially embedded in 

their cultures” (Hoppál, 1992, p. 129).  

Both Hultkrantz (Bäckman and Hultkrantz, 1978, pp. 27–28) and Siikala 

(1992a), however, speculate about the ancient roots of shamanism and thereby 

preproduce its projection into the past, while Hoppál (1992a, 2013) is more crit-

ical yet still relates Siberian rock art to prehistoric and historic shamanism. 

It was during these decades, following Eliade’s publication, that shamanism 

began to appear in interpretations more grounded in archaeological materials 

than in merely speculative projections back in time, as in the anthropological 

studies.  
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One of the earliest examples is archaeologist Andreas Lommel’s (1965, 1967) 

work, in which he draws on Eliade’s universal archaic shamanism to trace pre-

historic shamanism among European Palaeolithic hunter-gatherers. Following 

Lommel’s work is the seminal article by archaeologists David Lewis-Williams and 

Thomas Dowson, ‘The Signs of All Times. Entoptic Phenomena in Upper Pal-

aeolithic Art’ (1988), in which they draw on a neuropsychological model and pro-

pose that Palaeolithic cave art is an artistic representation of a universal optical 

pattern perceived during altered states of consciousness. This interpretation, or 

rather what is presented as a theoretical framework, was later developed in ar-

chaeologists Jean Clottes and Lewis-Williams’ publication The Shamans of Prehis-

tory: Trance and Magic in the Painted Caves (1998), in which they propose that the 

ancient images were created by shamans able to contact the spirit world through 

trance and ritual (for criticism see Bahn, 1997; Kehoe, 2000, pp. 71–79; McCall, 

2007). 

Studies of rock art related to shamanism in the Soviet Union from the 1950s 

to the 1980s, led by key scholar Alexei Pavlovich Okladnikov, instead emphasised 

a regionalist approach, using direct historical analogies and focusing on rock art 

in Siberia and in areas where shamanism was contemporarily or historically pre-

sent (Okladnikov and Martynov, 1972; Okladnikov et al., 1979; Dèvlet, 1980).   

From the mid-1980s, geopolitical developments led the Soviet Union to grad-

ually open previously inaccessible regions to foreign researchers. The fall of the 

Soviet Union in 1991 marked a significant turning point. Siberia, Central Asia, 

and the Russian Far East, the so-called “cradle of shamanism”, were now acces-

sible to foreign researchers. This opening did not merely add new empirical ma-

terial to the existing field; it reoriented it, enabling comparative work between 

Western theoretical frameworks and the Soviet ethnographic record. Soviet eth-

nographic material was now, in post-Soviet times, mixed with universalist and 

structuralist accounts of cognitive and symbolic shamanism, which had come to 

include ethnographic accounts from all over the world (e.g. Francfort, Hamayon 

and Bahn, 2001; Balzer, 2015b).  

The fall of the Soviet Union and its anti-religious ideology led to a general 

spiritual revival in the new Russian Federation, and among many Indigenous peo-

ples of Siberia, this meant they no longer had to hide their shamanic legacies 

(Balzer, 2015a, pp. xiii–xiv). While shamanism now re-emerged among the In-

digenous peoples of Siberia, these practices, grounded in syncretic animistic on-

tologies, had never been fully absent. Rather, they persisted as underlying cur-

rents during the Soviet period because it was the visible, personified specialist, 

i.e., the shaman, who was targeted for persecution, rather than the underlying 

animistic ontologies (see Paper III). 
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This further led to the concept of “re-reading,” whereby Indigenous people 

revisited their cultural heritage and reconstructed parts of it based on anthropo-

logical and ethnographic studies (Znamenski, 2007, p. 345). In turn, this process 

partly reproduced early modern and modern interpretations of shamanism, par-

ticularly the idea that the older and more “archaic” the shamanistic tradition, the 

more effectively it could be used to support cultural reconstruction (see Znamen-

ski, 2007, pp. 344–353). 

Western and post-Soviet Russian scholars, as well as Indigenous scholars of 

shamanism, were now able to establish new grounds for collaboration beyond 

the significantly limited possibilities during the Soviet period. Led by key con-

tributors to the discourse, Marjorie Mandelstam Balzer, Vladimir Nikolaevich 

Basilov, Roberte Hamayon, and Caroline Humphrey, they sought to reformulate 

the questions that had dominated the previous century. Now freed from the the-

oretical constraints of Soviet Marxism and Stalinism and marginally influenced 

by poststructuralist approaches, but still mainly structuralist, they revisited the 

fundamental issues of the discourse: what constitutes a shaman and shamanism, 

how questions of identity (authenticity, revival, gender, and Indigenous agency) 

reshaped the field; and whether the trance-centred model inherited from Eliade, 

alongside its related concepts of shamanic sickness, could serve as the defining 

framework, which resulted in shamanism being viewed not as a stable cross-cul-

tural phenomenon, but as a historically and discursively produced category. In 

doing so, it challenged earlier universalist models, in line with broader develop-

ments associated with postmodernity. This also revived the regionalist perspec-

tive, i.e., that shamanism is a Siberian-only, or north-central Asian-only, phenom-

enon (e.g. Humphrey, 1994; Kehoe, 1996, 2000; Pentikäinen, 1996, 1998; 

Basilov, 1997). 

Basilov (1997, pp. 8–9), defined shamanism, within a critique to the univer-

salist approach, as a north-central Asian religion within which the world is un-

derstood as animated and humans as fundamentally interrelated with all things, 

including cosmic forces, with no firm boundary separating the human realm from 

surrounding nature, such that these forces remain accessible to ordinary people, 

who engage with them through shamans as mediators in regular and intimate 

dialogue. 

Hamayon (1990), drawing in part on a structuralist Lévi-Straussian perspec-

tive, still criticising the universalist approach, especially Eliade’s, defined sham-

anism as limited to Siberia and northern Asia, and as: 

 … a central symbolic system. This implies the co-occurrence of 

two criteria: (1) the shamanic institution is a constitutive part of 

social organization, and (2) the shamanic institution is in charge 
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of the regular life-giving rituals destined to ensure the reproduc-

tion of society and of its natural resources.” (Hamayon, 1994, pp. 

76–77) 

 

Humphrey (1994, pp. 197–201), also a regionalist, stresses the variation of sham-

anism, i.e. shamanisms, and that shamanism is “not so much reflections about the 

world as it is action on the world.” (Humphrey, 1994, p. 224), and that “sham-

anism depends on the concern of the participants, both patrons and shamans, 

and on the point of view from which they act.” (Humphrey, 1994, p. 224). 

Mandelstam Balzer (Balzer, 2015a, pp. xiv–xv), drawing on her own fieldwork 

in combination with Russian and Soviet studies, defines shamans as medical and 

spiritual practitioners whose work centres around providing psychotherapy, 

cures, communal leadership, and entertainment, especially poetry, but she 

stresses that:  

 

Shamans are clearly more than the sum of their functions. They 

can be men and women, old and young, sympathetic and tyranni-

cal, strong and weak, oriented toward good (“white”) and bad 

(“black”) spirits. (Balzer, 2015a, p. xvi). 

 

Contrary to the scholars discussed above, scholar of religion Juha Pentikäinen 

(1996, 1998), who continued to draw on earlier comparative traditions associated 

with Hultkrantz, Hoppál, and Siikala, while still advocating a regionalist ap-

proach, defined shamanism as:  

 

…a way of life and a culture in which the chosen leader, the 

shaman, occupies a central role. Shamanism is rather a 'worldview 

system’ than ‘religion’… closely related to ecology, economy, so-

cial structure, etc. … defined on the basis of several criteria… in-

cluding the following dimensions: 1. Ecstatic techniques … 2. The 

hypothesis of more than one soul… 3. The belief in a 3-level uni-

verse, with the shaman mediating between these levels… accord-

ing to this definition, the Afro-American spirit-possession cults, 

for example, do not belong to the category of shamanism. (Penti-

käinen, 1996, p. 10).   

 

Most critical of the universalist approach was, as mentioned above, Kehoe. Alt-

hough she was not a poststructuralist, she appears to have been among those 

most influenced by contemporary poststructuralism, an influence that, notably, 

did not affect the study of shamanism to the same extent as it did in anthropology 
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more broadly. She has emphasised that shamans are “Siberians performing tra-

ditional, community-oriented rituals of drum, song, dance, and intense mental 

concentration to the point of apparent dissociation from sense-perception.” (Ke-

hoe, 2000, p. 3). A definition not applicable to the healers and diviners of other 

parts of the world (Kehoe, 2000, pp. 4, 101–102). 

With a few exceptions (e.g. Basilov, 1997), post-Soviet Russian scholars of 

shamanism did not focus on defining shamanism in the same sense as their col-

leagues in the West. Instead, they were concerned, based on empirical ethnogra-

phy, with certain concepts of shamanism that were restricted during the Soviet 

years, such as gender and the historical and contemporary existence of 

shamaness, persecution of shamans, and revisiting the history of shamans and 

the shamanic sickness, as well as the contemporary state of shamanism and its 

revival (see Znamenski, 2003, Ch. 3; Balzer, 2015b). 

As a result of this mix of perspectives and the broader turn from structuralism 

to poststructuralism in Western philosophy, a more historically oriented ap-

proach to shamanism emerged. A number of scholars, among them Andrei A. 

Znamenski (2007), emphasised the Western construction of “shamanism” and, 

in doing so, refrained from offering new definitions of their own (see also Hut-

ton, 2001; Harvey, 2003), yet are nevertheless best understood as part of critical 

shamanism studies alongside Kehoe. 

While many anthropologists, ethnographers, and historians accounted for the 

spiritual revival, the cultural reproduction in the form of “re-reading”, secularism, 

and the influence of an increasingly global capitalism and neoliberalism (e.g. 

Thomas and Humphrey, 1994; Hoppál, 1996; Humphrey, 1999; Znamenski, 

2007, pp. 344–353; Balzer, 2015b), archaeologists did not do so to the same ex-

tent (c.f. Price, 2001b). The opening of Siberia meant mainly to them a new ma-

terial upon which analogies could be made; if not direct historical analogies based 

on the regionalist perspective could be made, in which Siberian Indigenous peo-

ple were claimed to have a direct relation to Siberian and Eastern European pre-

historic past (e.g. Siikala, 1992a; Devlet, 2001; Fedorova, 2001), again fixed in 

time, they kept reproducing the structuralist universal perspective to make their 

analogies applicable (e.g. Clottes and Lewis-Williams, 1998; Whitley, 2000; Dow-

son and Porr, 2001; Lewis-Williams, 2001; Price, 2001a). These archaeological 

shamanic interpretations culminated in archaeologist Neil Price's 2001 publica-

tion, An Archaeology of Shamanism. 

In this book, Price (2001b) emphasises a universalist perspective and argues 

that shamanism is an altered state of consciousness, thereby overlooking the 

then-contemporary criticism of the universalist ecstasy-bias perspective ad-

vanced by anthropologists of shamanism (e.g. Hamayon, 1990; Humphrey, 1994; 

Kehoe, 1996, 2000). This was mainly due to the influence of Lewis-Williams’s 
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neuropsychological model on archaeology rather than Eliade’s. Still, Price (2001, 

p. 7) acknowledges the existence of shamanism in the ancient Greco-Roman clas-

sical world, within Christianity and associated European cults, and within Africa, 

Central and South America, and the Pacific. While shamanism-related archaeol-

ogy had mainly focused on rock art since Lommel’s first study, Price's (2001) 

anthology goes beyond rock art, addressing portable art (Dowson and Porr, 2001; 

Fedorova, 2001; Gulløv and Appelt, 2001; Sutherland, 2001), landscapes (Wat-

son, 2001), architecture (Watson, 2001), and shamanism-related identity (Hol-

limon, 2001; Wallis, 2001). 

Following Price’s (2001) anthology, archaeological studies continued to 

mainly draw on the Lewis-Williams notion of neuropsychological shamanism 

(e.g. Lewis-Williams, 2002, 2012, 2016; Pearson, 2002; Lahelma, 2008; Whitley, 

2009), with a few exceptions that instead drew on a more symbolic, interpretative 

archaeology in line with the now fully established postprocessualism (e.g. 

Helskog, 1999; Bolin, 2000; Oliva, 2000; Strassburg, 2000; Mykhailova, 2006, 

2016, 2019; Nelson, 2015; Gheorghiu et al., 2018). The main focus was now on 

rock art and a few specific cases that later came to be interpreted as Palaeolithic 

and Mesolithic burials of shamans (for details and criticism, see Paper III).  

From the archaeological speculations of the late nineteenth and early twenti-

eth centuries to the structuralist universal approach and the cognitive approach, 

archaeologists' studies, independent of paradigms, have reproduced the notion 

of shamanism as the earliest religion. This earliest form of religion, claimed to be 

based on archaeological materials dating back to the Upper Palaeolithic, rests on 

a circular argument. This argument consists of anthropologists and ethnog-

raphers of contemporary shamanism arguing for the prehistorical roots of sham-

anism by drawing on archaeological studies of shamanism (e.g. Winkelman, 2000, 

pp. 5–6; Balzer, 2015a, p. xvii; Basilov, 2015, p. 30; Carocci, 2025, pp. 16–18) – 

archaeological studies which are based on ethnographic analogies of other his-

torical or contemporary anthropological and ethnographic studies of shamanism 

(e.g. Lewis-Williams et al., 1988; Clottes and Lewis-Williams, 1998; Lewis-Wil-

liams, 2002; for details see Paper III). Particularly interesting within this circular 

argument is that the archaeologists of shamanism, regardless of paradigm or ap-

proach, or of Western, Soviet, or post-Soviet Russian contexts, have always used 

the definitions of shaman and shamanism provided by anthropologists, which 

further establishes the idea that the shaman and their shamanism are fixed in 

time.  

While studies of shamanism declined in anthropology at the end of the 1990s 

and the beginning of the 2000s in favour of revisiting the notion of animism (see 

Ch. 2.5) from a relational and ontological perspective, the archaeology of sham-

anism has continued. Set apart from new materialist and relational archaeological 
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theoretical developments, the archaeology of shamanism has continued to pre-

produce the structuralist and universalist perspective on shamanism, within a 

currently lingering postprocessualism mixed with the neuropsychological ap-

proach, often expressed through the terminology of new materialist and rela-

tional archaeology (e.g. Lewis-Williams, 2002, 2012; Gheorghiu, 2007; Grünberg, 

2013; Nelson, 2015; Gheorghiu et al., 2018; Mykhailova, 2019; Jeunesse, 2021; 

Qu, 2023; Whitley, 2022). 

2.5. The Revisitation of Animism 

 

The reason why a poststructuralist turn did not affect the anthropological study 

of shamanism seems to be a turn which scholar of religion Graham Harvey (2014, 

2017a, 2017b) has described as “anthropologists' revisitation of animism” and 

“new animism”. 

In her paper ‘’Animism’ revisited. Personhood, environment, and relational 

epistemology’ (1999), anthropologist Nurit Bird-David concludes, based on her 

ethnographic fieldwork among the animist hunter-gatherers Nayaka of southern 

India, that Tylor, and other modernist thinkers, represented by Durkheim, Lévi-

Strauss, and Stewart Guthrie, took animism in the former, and totemism and 

anthropomorphism in the latter, for being failed representations of reality. In-

stead, she argues that animism is a relational epistemology, a way of gaining 

knowledge of the world by engaging with the non-human. She concludes the 

following: 

 

Nayaka relationally frame what they are concerned about as their 

authoritative (but not only) way of getting to know things. They 

seek to understand relatednesses from a related point of view 

within the shifting horizons of the related viewer. Their relational 

epistemology, their study of how things-in-situations relate to the 

actor-perceiver and, from the actor-perceiver’s point of view, to 

each other, is embodied in the practices which Tylor christened 

“primitive animism”, articulated with a relational personhood 

concept and a relational perception of the environment. (Bird‐

David, 1999, p. 79). 

 

Thus, an elephant that walks through the camp at night without destroying any 

huts, or a stone that surprisingly behaves un-stone-like, is considered animated 

and a subject, compared to an elephant that would not care for the camp and the 
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huts, and a stone behaving like another stone (Bird-David, 1999, p. 74–75, see 

details in Ch. 3.1.). 

While Bird-David’s (1999) paper was timely and perceived well by the schol-

ars of the discourse as it criticised the now old theories of totemism and sham-

anism, anthropologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro (1999) criticised Bird-David 

for viewing animism as a relational epistemology instead of an ontology, meaning 

that her relational epistemology reproduced the modernist view of one true real-

ity, but in this case with more than one epistemology: one ontology, the Western 

one, and a plurality of epistemologies. 

Viveiros de Castro (1998) instead argues that animism, or Amerindian per-

spectivism, is an ontology alongside the Western modernist perception of reality, 

which he labels naturalism. For Viveiros de Castro (1998), Western naturalism 

acknowledges a single nature separate from many human cultures (i.e., multicul-

turalism), whereas perspectivism acknowledges multinaturalism (i.e., many na-

tures but only one culture). He argues:  

 

… all see ('represent') the world in the same way - what changes 

is the world that they see. Animals impose the same categories 

and values on reality as humans do: their worlds, like ours, revolve 

around hunting and fishing, cooking and fermented drinks, cross-

cousins and war, initiation rituals, shamans, chiefs, spirits. 'Every-

body is involved in fishing and hunting; everybody is involved in 

feasts, social hierarchy, chiefs, war, and disease, all the way up and 

down' (Guedon 1984: 142). If the moon, snakes and jaguars see 

humans as tapirs or white-lipped peccaries (Baer 1994: 224), it is 

because they, like us, eat tapirs and peccaries, people's food. It 

could only be this way, since, being people in their own sphere, 

non-humans see things as 'people' do. But the things that they see 

are different: what to us is blood, is maize beer to the jaguar; what 

to the souls of the dead is a rotting corpse, to us is soaking man-

ioc; what we see as a muddy waterhole, the tapirs see a great cer-

emonial house. (Viveiros de Castro, 1998, pp. 477–478).  

 

Viveiros de Castro’s notion of perspectivism has had, and still has, a significant 

impact on the animistic-totemic-shamanic discourse. Key contributors to the dis-

course, such as Eduardo Kohn (2013), Phillipe Descola (2014), Rane Willerslev 

(2007) and Holbraad and Pedersen (2017; Pedersen, 2001), have come to follow, 

or at least partly follow, Viveiros de Castro’s reasoning of perspectivism in their 

own works regarding animism and the perception of reality. 
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All of these scholars, just as Bird-David (1999), are critical of modernism and 

the early phase of postmodernism, as they can be argued to belong to a second 

phase of postmodernism, which some would rather classify as posthumanism. 

The Western perception of reality, or the Western ontology, which most of them 

label as naturalism, is an ontology that exists next to other ontologies, such as 

Amerindian perspectivism for Viveiros de Castro (1998), a developed form of 

Amerindian perspectivism for Kohn (2013), animism, totemism, and analogism 

for Descola (2013, 2014), animism for Willerslev (2007), and totemism as part of 

animism for Pedersen (2001). 

This means that they acknowledge other realities as existing where, within 

those realities, relations to the non-human work differently; they are perceived 

based on other ontological premises than the premises of the Western modernist 

perception of reality, and when studying these perceptions of reality, it is done 

on the methodological ethnographic premise that what is considered true for the 

ethnographers is not of importance for the ethnographic and anthropological 

analysis. The important point is to acknowledge and take the informant's or par-

ticipant's view of reality seriously, rather than dismissing it as a failed perception 

(Viveiros de Castro, 1998; Willerslev, 2007; Descola, 2013; Kohn, 2013). Thus, 

this is where the discourse relates to the methodological approach of the onto-

logical turn (see Ch. 3.1).  

The Western modernist, structural, and dichotomous way of perceiving reality 

and defining phenomena in terms of binary opposites is often argued not to be 

the way of perceiving or defining phenomena in animistic ontologies (Harvey, 

2017a, pp. 20–22). Inanimate objectified things and phenomena, from a Western 

perspective, are argued to be, from an animist perspective, animated subjects, 

sometimes capable of agency equal to that of human subjects (Harvey, 2014, 

2017a).  

While being critical of both structuralism and poststructuralism, and espe-

cially the representationalism that structuralism and poststructuralism imply and 

rest upon, it must be emphasised, especially in relation to Descola’s (2013, 2014) 

four ontologies: animism, totemism, analogism, and naturalism, that this theoret-

ical approach of acknowledging different kinds of ontologies next to each other 

moves the underlying structures of structuralism, structural-functionalism and 

poststructuralism from a cultural and societal level to an ontological level and 

thereby creating a mega structuralism where the universal underlying structures 

is equal to perceiving the division of different kinds of realties. Reality A differs 

from Reality B because they are distinct structures that define one another as 

binary opposites. Descola (2013) states that animism and totemism can inter-

twine in a form of ontological syncretism, but they are two distinct ontologies; 

neither builds on the other's premises. In contrast, Pedersen (2001) argues that 
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totemism rests on animistic premises, yet he acknowledges naturalism alongside 

totemic animism (see paper III). 

In line with Bird-David (1999), social anthropologist Tim Ingold (1999, 

2011a, 2011b, 2012, 2013, 2022) has argued against this ontological plurality, but 

still against Western thought, and especially the key notions of Western thought: 

hylomorphism and representationalism, in favour of one relational reality in 

which things consist of ongoing relations between materials in motion, i.e. a 

meshwork of morphogenetic processes, or ontogenesis. 

Against the Aristotelian notion of hylomorphism, and its relation to represen-

tationalism, reproduced by later philosophers and scholars (see Ch. 2.1), Ingold 

(2007, 2011b, 2013, 2015, 2021) shows that beings and things are gatherings of 

lines. Such lines may be visible in the environment, e.g. rivers, shorelines, hori-

zons, light and shadow, or in organisms, such as veins, fibres, hair or traces of 

movement. These lines are not fixed but continually diverge and converge, giving 

rise to form through their correspondences (Ingold, 2011b, pp. 76–88, 2013, pp. 

20–22, 2021, pp. 166–170). The morphogenetic process and ontogenesis thus 

refer to the continuous coming-into-being of these relations, in which making 

and growing are inseparable processes (Ingold, 2012, 2013, p. 22). As Ingold 

(2013, pp. 22–26) illustrates, the weaving of a basket is not the execution of a 

prior design, but a process in which fibres, bodily movements and material re-

sistances, in relation to forces such as wind and rain, together generate form, but 

also over time are capable of destroying it within a process of taphonomy. 

Within Ingold’s reasoning, representationalism is likewise called into ques-

tion, as form is not the expression of an idea but the outcome of relational pro-

cesses. Ingold (2011b, p. 63) has compared such a relational understanding of 

reality to what the ethnographic literature describes as animism. 

Several archaeological studies have drawn on this latest phase of the animistic-

shamanic-totemic discourse, and some have also contributed to the theoretical 

study of animism in general (e.g. Conneller, 2004, 2011; Alberti and Marshall, 

2009; Alberti, 2012, 2016). Some of these archaeological studies have drawn more 

on the relational and ontological side rather than on the notion of new animism, 

while others have focused more on Indigenous knowledge and practise related 

to the perception of reality, within the subfield of Indigenous archaeology (e.g. 

Porr and Bell, 2012; Abadia and Porr, 2021). 

One of the earliest, if not the earliest, archaeological studies drawing on the 

new animistic part of the discourse is archaeologist Chantal Conneller’s article 

‘Becoming deer. Corporal transformations at Star Carr’ from 2004. In her article, 

Conneller (2004) is drawing on Viveiros de Castro’s notion of Amerindian per-

spectivism and argues that the antler headdresses, or masks, deriving from the 

Early Mesolithic site of Star Carr in northern England, were used to gain the non-
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human perspective, and further, that wearing and using things made from animal 

parts had implications for how the human body was perceived – making the 

agency of the animal to still be a part of the artefact, via the material transfor-

mation. 

Another early example of how archaeologists are drawing on anthropological 

revisitation of animism is the 2008 special issue of the Journal of Archaeological 

Method and Theory, Archaeology, Animism, and Non-human Agents, edited by ar-

chaeologists Linda A. Brown and William H. Walker. The special issue consists 

of an introduction and three articles that address how animistic practises can be 

recognised in archaeological materials (Brown and Emery, 2008; Brown and 

Walker, 2008; Mills and Ferguson, 2008; Zedeño, 2008). The three articles are 

case studies of various archaeological materials from North and South America, 

and what connects them is the argument that animism leaves identifiable material 

traces, and that recovering those traces requires moving beyond the assumption 

that only humans have agency (Brown and Emery, 2008; Brown and Walker, 

2008; Mills and Ferguson, 2008; Zedeño, 2008). 

On a similar theme, archaeologist Amy B. Groleau (2009), drawing on Bird-

David’s animism as a relational epistemology, argues that things archaeologists 

view as ritual or animated are often singled out as special, exotic, or of fine quality 

compared to other, more mundane finds. This, she argues, is a result of the binary 

positions of the sacred and the profane – a dualism embedded in the history of 

religion and reproduced within earlier paradigms of processual and postproces-

sual archaeology. 

Another early example is archaeologists Benjamin Alberti and Yvonne Mar-

shall (2009), who argue, drawing on Viveiros de Castro, Barad, and Ingold, that 

the modernist way of deeming other ontologies as failed representations has 

blinded archaeologists of earlier paradigms to how different prehistoric ontolo-

gies can emerge from archaeological material when viewed from a relational and 

non-representational perspective. Rather than treating animism as merely a met-

aphor or worldview, they argue that animist ontologies should be taken seriously 

as ways of understanding past realities. Through their case study of humanoid 

and animaloid body-pots from first-millennium AD northwest Argentina, they 

show how the material itself can reveal other ontological understandings rather 

than simply reflecting categories or symbolic representations rooted in Western 

thought (Alberti and Marshall, 2009). 

Archaeologist Robert J. Wallis (2009) is another early example of the applica-

tion of relational theory and new animism. He (2009) argues that animist ontol-

ogies fundamentally challenge the Western distinction between nature and cul-

ture by treating landscapes, rocks, and rock art as active participants rather than 

passive backdrops for human practices. Drawing on Bird-David, Viveiros de 
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Castro, Ingold, and Harvey, Wallis (2009) argues that landscapes are inhabited by 

human and other-than-human persons whose relations precede human engage-

ment. Through examples of later prehistoric British rock art, he (2009) suggests 

that rock art was not simply an inscription of human meaning onto an inert land-

scape, but part of an ongoing dialogue between humans and nonhumans, in 

which rocks, places, and images themselves possessed agency. 

In 2011, Conneller further developed her thinking on materials and matter in 

transformation in her publication, An Archaeology of Materials. Substantial Transfor-

mations in Early Prehistoric Europe (2011). Now drawing on a combination of Hal-

lowell, Descola, Ingold, Viveiros de Castro, and Pedersen, when it comes to an-

imism and perspectivism, and Deleuze and Guattari, and Donna Haraway, when 

it comes to relationalism, she argues for a relationalism in general (Conneller, 

2004, pp. 51–53, 119–122) and an animism she sets in a critical contrast to Lévi-

Strauss structural analogical explanation of animism mentioned in his work on 

totemism from 1962 (see Ch. 2.3). By her theoretical focus on material in trans-

formation, thereby criticising hylomorphism and representationalism, including 

case studies on both transformations of animal remains (red deer bone and ant-

lers and mammoth tusk/ivory) and lithics (engraved tools and cores, as well as 

abstract forms and shapes), she concludes that an animist ontology emerged 

within Europe 40,000 to 30,000 years ago (Conneller, 2011, pp. 125–129). 

Up until 2011, archaeologists Martin Porr and Hannah Rachel Bell (2012) 

criticised the then-growing interest in new forms of animism associated with past 

hunter-gatherers. They argued that animism in these studies was based on Tylor’s 

notion of animism or on a cognitive approach drawing on Guthrie (1993), yet 

they claimed to draw on the new animism part of the discourse, referring to Hal-

lowell, Viveiros de Castro, Bird-David, and Ingold. Porr and Bell (2012) instead 

emphasise Indigenous relationalism over new animism. 

From 2011 onward, archaeological studies drawing on new animism contin-

ued, with Alberti (2012, 2016) as leading theoretical proponent – though being 

partly critical of the notion of new animism and the use of ontology in general as 

belonging to theory or methodology in terms of the use of ethnographic analo-

gies. 

A notable peak in the archaeological study of European Palaeolithic, Meso-

lithic and Neolithic animisms can be identified from 2017 onwards (for studies 

addressing animism beyond the European Stone Age, see e.g. Alberti 2012; Al-

berti and Marshall 2009; Buchanan and Skousen, 2016; Groleau 2009; Harrison-

Buck and Freidel 2021; Sillar 2009). During this peak, the criticisms advanced by 

Porr and Bell (2012), as well as Alberti (2012, 2016), remained relevant, as ar-

chaeological scholars continued to draw on the above-mentioned anthropologi-
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cal scholars without providing a theoretical discussion of how these newly com-

bined animist perspectives could be reconciled. This is particularly problematic 

given that the anthropological frameworks on which they relied are, in many re-

spects, fundamentally opposed to one another, for example, Viveiros de Castro's 

perspectivism and Ingold’s meshwork. At its worst, some scholars continued to 

reproduce Western thought, particularly Cartesian dualism and representational-

ism. In some cases, this appeared to be a conscious theoretical choice, while in 

others it seemed to occur unintentionally, as their theoretical frameworks belong 

within the paradigm of postprocessualism but adopted the terminology of new 

animism and relational archaeology without fundamentally questioning the West-

ern ontological premises. 

One such example is archaeologist Ingrid Fuglesvedt’s publication Rock Art 

and the Wild Mind (2017), in which she partly criticises Western thought while 

making structuralism a fundamental cornerstone of her theoretical framework; 

she consciously, by admitting herself to be a modernist, draws on a mix of mainly 

Lévi-Strauss (even though she does not fully conquer with his definition of to-

temism), Ingold, Descola, and Viveiros de Castro, claiming the universal exist-

ence of the dualism between nature and culture, but not as a dichotomy but a 

continuum (Fuglesvedt, 2017, pp. 10–13). Regarding the definition of animism 

and totemism, Fuglesvedt (2017, pp. 255–258, 267–274) is most concerned with 

both Ingold’s and Descola’s different notions of the inside (or interiority) versus 

the outside (or physicality), and how these relate to Viveiros's perspectivism.  

For Descola (2013, pp. 232–235, 2014), animism entails a shared interiority 

but different physicalities, while totemism shares similarities in both interiority 

and physicality. Fuglesvedt relates this to Viveiros de Castro’s (1999) perspectiv-

ism, which, as mentioned above, argues that different physicalities produce dif-

ferent perspectives on the world. Ingold (2011a, pp.111–131), however, is less 

concerned with ontological classification and instead focuses on the relations be-

tween humans and non-humans in a shared world, in this particular case a hunter 

and its prey. Accordingly, animic images depict distinct beings related through 

practices and engagement, from the perspective that the human and the non-

human are equally animated, but they differ in materials such as skin, fur, and 

clothing, whereas totemic images emphasise the interior similarities via an X-ray 

type of depiction that shows the relation between the hunter and prey. Ingold 

(2011a, pp. 130–131), however, emphasises the similarities between the two dif-

ferent depictions, namely that there is no a priori division between art and ecol-

ogy involved in the making. 

Combining all these notions of the inside versus the outside, Fuglesvedt 

(2008, 2010, 2017, p. 256) concludes that images with an outer focus imply animic 

approaches, and images with an inner focus imply totemic approaches – a pattern 
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she has found within the images made on rocks by the Mesolithic and Neolithic 

hunter-gatherers of Northern Europe. While emphasising the meeting and ex-

change of gifts and knowledge in relation to images, she rightly acknowledges 

that animism and totemism can intertwine and that local variants must have ex-

isted (Fuglestvedt 2017, p. 269; cf. Paper III and V), and she, by analysing the 

Mesolithic and Neolithic images, concludes that images of Early Mesolithic are 

related to animism and that totemism emerged in time to the point where the 

Late Mesolithic relates to totemism. 

Another example of where the anthropological theorists of new animism are 

combined, but with even less discussion of how they reconcile, or fail to recon-

cile, with one another, is Vesa-Pekka Herva and Antti Lahelma from 2019, in 

which they study the animistic-shamanic cosmologies and human-environmental 

relations from the Neolithic (including hunter-gatherers) to modern times.  

Drawing on anthropological theorists of new animism, they fail to discuss 

how they reconcile, nor do they offer an in-depth discussion of how new ani-

mism relates to structural shamanism. This results in a critique of Cartesian du-

alism and a fair claim that new animism, if taken seriously, offers archaeologists 

new perspectives on material (Herva and Lahelma, 2019, p. 173). However, the 

combination of new animism and structural shamanism results in further struc-

turalist arguments, such as the structuralist concept of longue durée, sometimes 

tacitly implying representationalism and sometimes not, placing their study some-

where in between new animism and structural shamanism, in terms of drawing 

on the discourse, and somewhere in between relational archaeology and postpro-

cessualism in terms of the archaeological theoretical trends, or paradigms. 

This is also the case for Gheorghiu et al. (2018) but to an even greater degree: 

the theoretical thread running through their anthology's introduction draws on 

Viveiros de Castro to deconstruct the nature/culture dualism, yet the majority of 

their arguments still focus on, and result in, meaning and symbolism – which 

arguably belong to structuralism, representationalism, and postprocessualism, 

now simply reframed in relational terminology (see also Qu, 2023; Whitley, 2022). 

Another example, closer to Fuglesvedt's (2017) more coherent example, is 

Eva Domanska's (2018) work on animism. She argues that the future of archae-

ology lies in embracing an animist perspective and treating things (even stones) 

as potentially alive, not just objects to be classified. Drawing on Ingold, Viveiros 

de Castro, and Alberti, Domanska (2018) suggests archaeology could become a 

platform for a genuinely alternative worldview rather than just studying animism 

from a distant scientific stance. She is critical, however, of scholars like Alberti 

who ‘take animism seriously’ as a topic of study but still hold it at arm's length: 

for her, they fail to treat animist and Western ontologies as truly equal, and their 
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work remains bound to rational-scientific goals rather than actually letting ani-

mism reshape theory itself. Yet, in making her own case for animism, she mis-

quotes Ingold, claiming he argues that animation is done for safety reasons – that 

it is better to assume something is alive than not to – which is a claim from 

Güthrie (1993) and his anthropomorphism, which Ingold criticises, and by this 

Domanska (2018) accidentally then reproduces representationalism as part of her 

otherwise reasonable use of new animism. 

The same tendency of combining new animist theories appears in other ar-

chaeological studies as well (e.g. Mansrud and Berg-Hansen, 2021; Overton, 

2019; Wallis, 2009, 2013), although the combination of anthropological theorists 

differs. Some, however, rely more consistently on a particular theoretical new 

animist framework, while others bring together different strands of new animist 

thought in ways that are more theoretically compatible, similar to what Conneller 

presented in 2004 and 2011. 

In general, many of these studies tend to focus on human–animal relations 

(e.g. Overton, 2019; Overton and Hamilakis, 2013; Pasaric and Warren, 2019). 

These studies have made an important contribution by challenging the Western 

key notion of anthropocentrism, in which animals are understood not primarily 

as economic resources for human use, but as beings with their own forms of 

agency and subjectivity. Yet, in shifting the analytical focus away from the human, 

such approaches may risk reproducing the same hierarchical structure in reverse. 

Where the human is displaced as the privileged point of reference, and the animal 

becomes the primary analytical subject – resulting in a form of zoocentrism (Coc-

cia, 2019; see further discussion in Ch. 2.5). The issue, then, is not simply to 

replace the human as the privileged subject of archaeological interpretation with 

the animal. While such a shift challenges anthropocentrism, it may leave the un-

derlying human–animal dichotomy intact, producing a zoocentric rather than 

genuinely relational approach to animism. 

In recent years, a reaction to this problem has developed. Rather than relo-

cating the analytical focus from humans to animals, these studies seek to move 

beyond the human–animal dichotomy itself by considering a wider range of be-

ings and materials as potentially animated and subjectified.  

Archaeologist Barry Taylor’s (2020) study of trees and other arboreal materi-

als in Mesolithic Northern Europe and Archaeologist Aimée Little’s (2024) study 

of lithic materials from Mesolithic burials are examples of this within archaeol-

ogy, relating new animism to Mesolithic materials found in Europe. 

Taylor (2020) draws on ethnographic accounts of animist relations with trees 

to develop archaeological interpretations of how Mesolithic hunter-gatherers 

treated arboreal materials, while Little (2024), similarly, by drawing on ethnogra-
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phy, considers the animacy and personhood of stones to rethink the archaeolog-

ical status of lithics. Both studies thus extend the archaeological application of 

new animism beyond the more established emphasis on human–animal relations. 

Their approaches offer an opportunity to examine more closely both the possi-

bilities and the theoretical problems with extending animist interpretations to en-

tities conventionally treated as non-living matter. 

The archaeological studies drawing on the animist part of the discourse, 

whether drawing fully on the new animist, or mainly using the new terminology 

within a theoretical framework that still continues to rest on the key notion of 

Western thought, have followed the same pattern of earlier material focus areas 

within totemism and shamanism, i.e., focusing on mainly rock art (e.g. Fu-

glesvedt, 2017; Wallis, 2009, 2013), portable art (e.g. Alberti 2012; Alberti and 

Marshall 2009; Lindström 2024; Solfeldt 2024), human-animal relations (e.g. 

Mansrud and Berg-Hansen, 2021; Overton, 2019; Overton and Hamilakis 2013; 

Pasaric and Warren, 2019), burials (Jeunesse 2021; Little 2024), and more general 

theoretical studies often based on rock art case studies, or a mix of the archaeo-

logical material mentioned above (e.g. Domanska, 2018; Groleau, 2009; Herva 

and Lahelma, 2019; Lindström and Solfeldt, 2024). 

The reason for this is likely that these archaeological materials are thought to 

be closer to the human mind than other materials, a result of Western thought 

and not really the case, as Groleau (2008) points out, since all material produced 

and used by the animist exists within the animist ontology. Paper I – V partly 

reproduces this reasoning as part of the critique of earlier archaeological inter-

pretation based on these materials (see Ch. 4 for further discussion). 

Whether these archaeological material categories are considered closer to 

mind and thought, and the ontologies within which these minds and thoughts 

exist, depends on ethnographic analogies focusing on animism and on how cer-

tain materials can be animated and subjectified. 

A conclusion to be drawn from this review is that, since the late nineteenth 

century, archaeologists have not formulated their own definition of animism, to-

temism, or shamanism, and have instead relied on definitions provided by an-

thropologists and sociologists and, thereby, directly or indirectly, worked with 

ethnographic analogies. When they apply anthropological and sociological theo-

ries from within the animistic-totemic-shamanic discourse, they are indirectly us-

ing ethnographic analogies as theory, since these theories are themselves the re-

sult of primary and secondary ethnography. 
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3.  Creating the Framework: Theory, Methodology and 

Materials   

3.1. A Metaphysical and Methodological Compromise  

 
I have elsewhere argued, together with colleague Erica Priestly, that the ontolog-

ical turn should be two turns:  

 

Either one rejects the Western ontology and acknowledges many 

ontologies, or one acknowledges that reality actually is relational – 

whether it is perceived by a secular Westerner or, for example, an 

animist (Bird-David 1999; c.f. Descola 2013; Ingold 2011; Viveiros 

de Castro 1998) …One way [the former] is to make theories based 

on the ethnographic material, and the other way is to turn to the 

ethnographic material for analogies [the latter] in turn to argue for 

a relational reality (Alberti 2016). (Priestley and Solfeldt, 2022). 

 

Either one keeps the Western modernist and postmodernist perception, but at 

the same time acknowledges other non-Western perceptions of reality, worlds in-

stead of world, or one rejects it and argues for relationalism (Priestley and Solfeldt, 

2022). 

This reasoning aligns with Holbraad and Pedersen's (2017, pp. 201–209) divi-

sion between humanist and posthumanist approaches to materials, materiality, 

material culture, and things, particularly regarding their processes of creation and 

capacity for agency. They argue: 

 

…the contrast between humanism and posthumanism corre-

sponds to two different ways of ‘taking things seriously’. The 

humanist approaches do so by showing how closely things are 

intertwined with the lives of humans, allowing some of the light 

of what it is to be human to shine on them, too. Posthumanist 

approaches seek, rather, to enhance the status of things, not by 

associating them with humans, but in their own right, showing 
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how … things can radiate light of their own. (Holbraad and 

Pedersen, 2017, p. 202). 

 

Holbraad and Pedersen (2017, pp. 202–205) take Daniel Miller’s (2005) notion 

of materiality and Alfred Gell’s (1998) notion of secondary agency as represent-

atives for the humanist and partly anthropocentric approach, as things cannot 

have agency in themselves, only in relation to a human with proper agency. 

Posthumanist approaches are exemplified by Bruno Latour’s (2005) actor-

network theory, in which every agent is seen as a hybrid consisting of relations 

between humans and things within a network of social, human, and non-human 

relations. 

They contrast these two approaches with Ingold’s (Ingold, 2011b, 2012, 2013, 

2014) notion of the meshwork and the ecology of materials in ontogenesis.  

Holbraad and Pedersen (2017, pp. 208–209) argue, in relation to their classi-

fication of humanist and posthumanist approaches, that Ingold wants to keep 

the cake and eat the cake with his metaphysical reasoning, but I would ask, is 

there a cake at all when it comes to metaphysical claims? 

Holbraad and Pedersen (2017, pp. 4–5) state that the ontological turn is a 

methodological approach and not a metaphysical one. While in papers I–V, I use eth-

nographic material in combination with ethnographic methods to learn from and 

broaden perspectives on ontological premises and the logic of animism, I find 

the metaphysical part of the ontological turn problematic. 

The methodological part of the ontological turn means that my perspective 

as a researcher about ontological inquiries and reality does not matter for my 

ethnographic and archaeological analysis; the focus is on what the participants 

and ethnographic interpretations of non-human material tell me is possible 

within their animistic reasoning. The ethnography becomes a way of “creating 

the conditions under which one can ‘see’ things in one’s ethnographic material 

that one would not otherwise have been able to see.” (Holbraad and Pedersen, 

2017, p. 4), or to the use Marilyn Strathern’s clearer formulation, “to create the 

condition for new thoughts” (Strathern, 1988, p. 20). 

If I then submit fully to Holbraad and Pedersen's methodological intervention 

of the ontological turn, does that not imply that my reality, which I have been 

socialised into since childhood and now is very much a part of by conducting 

this research within the academic framework (see Ingold, 2011a, p. 6), amounts 

to accepting the Western postmodernist secular perception of reality (as I am a 

postmodern child of my generation), which I this far into the thesis have been so 

very critical of? 
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To be quiet and not make a metaphysical claim would reproduce the current 

governing perception of reality, i.e. the Western modernist and partly postmod-

ernist perception of reality. This is comparable to how scholars of the Frankfurt 

School have shown that the use of non-critical theory and the lack of political 

claims in research tend to reproduce the current capitalist political system (see 

Horkheimer, 1972). 

On a metaphysical level, I therefore argue for rejecting the Western modernist 

and postmodernist perception of reality as the true one. I only acknowledge re-

ality as consisting of ontological premises and preconceptions of the one ecolog-

ical world of material and immaterial relations; thus, it is a statement that leans 

towards relational realism, i.e. a philosophical stance emphasising relationality 

over objectivism and that entities and phenomena are known through their rela-

tions rather than isolated objects (see Spretnak, 2011). It is a stance that aligns 

with Ingold’s (2011b, 2012, 2013) meshwork and ontogenesis, and Bird-David’s 

(1999) relational epistemology, rather than Viveiros de Castro’s (1998), Descola’s 

(2013), and Holbraad and Pedersen’s (2017) plural realities. 

This one world of ecological relations is, then, perceived differently by all 

organisms, including humans. Ontologies, or rather ontological premises on 

which the perception of reality is based, which also underpins the epistemology 

of how to gain knowledge of this or other perceptions of the ecological reality, 

are further related to socialisations, and the so-called ‘cultures’, and ‘sub-cultures’, 

and all that they may include, such as language, traditions, customs, values, be-

liefs, norms, art, clothing, and historical narratives, to define it in its most basic 

sense. 

The ontological premises of perceiving reality are inherited from earlier gen-

erations, upheld by overlapping generations, and constantly criticised by new 

generations (Ingold, 2024). Depending on the context in which a person grows 

up and is educated (Western, non-Western, or Indigenous education), the onto-

logical and ideological premises for perceiving reality would differ.  

This difference happens at different levels, though. For example, there is a 

more significant difference between a person who has been socialised into an 

animist ontology and a person who has been socialised into the Western secular 

modernist and postmodernist ontology than between a person of the Western 

working class and a Western capitalist, or between a Western religious person 

and a Western secular person. Still, there is a difference in the ontological prem-

ises underlying the perception of reality. 

This can be illustrated by the application of basic music theory and the use of 

a piano.  
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Western music has, since the second half of the eighteenth century, used the 

piano and its keys, which were preceded by the earlier key instruments: harpsi-

chord, clavichord, and organ, as a pedagogical standard for teaching scales, inter-

vals, harmony, and melodies, among other things (Arshinova, 2022, pp. 83–88). 

Compared to a violin, for example, the piano is structured so that every tone is 

easy to hit by pressing a key. The violin is instead structured so that tones are 

produced by pressing the string against the fretless fingerboard while moving the 

bow over the strings. The piano, with its white and black keys, is fixed to the 

tones assigned to the instrument, while the violin and other stringed fretless in-

struments, some wind instruments, and the human and non-human voices have 

the possibility of making other tones, which are not possible to produce on the 

piano. Yet, the piano is the standard in Western music, resulting in a form of 

piano hegemony.  

The movements between the keys on the piano are either a whole tone or a 

semitone movement, which follow a pattern of the C major scale, or the Ionian 

scale: 

 

C D E F G A B/H C 

 

The movement from white to white keys, or from black to black keys, most often 

results in a whole-tone step, for example, C to D, or F# to G#. A movement from 

C to C#, for example, would instead be a semitone step up. This type of scale, 

which includes all semitone steps, is called the Chromatic scale and corresponds to 

the keys of the piano:   

 

C C# D Eb E F F# G G# A Bb B/H C 

 

But in between the whole tones and the semitones, there are two quarter tones, 

¼ and ↑¼, i.e. a semitone divided in two, which are unplayable on a piano but 

playable on other instruments, especially the fretless stringed instruments among 

the Western instruments. 

Western music uses 12 semitones per octave (the movement from C to C on 

a piano), while other music, which includes quarter tones, can add up to 24 quar-

ter tones based on the Western system. Which would look something like this:  

 

C ¼ C↑¼ ¼ C# ¼ C#↑¼ ¼ D ¼ D↑¼ ¼ Eb ¼ Eb↑¼ ¼ E ¼ E↑¼ ¼ F ¼ 

F↑¼ ¼ F# ¼ F#↑¼ ¼ G ¼ G↑¼ ¼ G# ¼ G#↑¼ ¼ A ¼ A↑¼ ¼ Bb ¼ 

Bb↑¼ ¼ B/H ¼ B/H↑¼ ¼ C 
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The Ionian and Chromatic scales can be said to be at the core of Western music, 

from classical to contemporary mainstream popular music. Of course, certain 

subgenres of Western music have over the years divided from the Ionian and the 

Chromatic scale and, by using various instruments, included quarter tones in 

Western music; but in general, when quarter tones are part of the harmonies and 

melodies played, and when harmonies and melodies are based on other scales 

than the Ionian and the Chromatic, people from the West tend to think that it 

sounds differently, and often refer to it as some form of ‘world music’. 

According to ethnomusicologist Carl Rahkonen (1994), world music is easiest 

to define by what it is not, i.e., Western music. When other scales are used, it is 

perceived from a Western perspective as the music of the non-Western ‘Other’. 

In 1877, astronomer and musician William Pole (1877, p. 102) argued that the 

Ionian scale is so embedded in people's minds, including professional musicians, 

that they viewed it as an instinct or natural law. Drawing on the historians of 

music François-Joseph Fétis and Hermann Ludwig Ferdinand von Helmholtz, 

he concluded that this is not the case, as the scale is rather modern and, to the 

untrained and unsocialised ear, is not perceived as natural (Pole, 1877). Thus, it 

is a result of musical socialisation. 

In this case, music equates to the one ecological world; music theory to the 

ontological premises of perceiving reality; the Ionian and the Chromatic scales to 

Western modernist and postmodernist perception and its epistemology; and the 

piano, with its fixed white and black keys, to the dualism and structuralism of 

Western thought – a dualism and structuralism that can be deconstructed by use 

of non-Western instruments and Western fretless and certain wind instruments. 

Animism is another type of music, with another type of music theory, with 

other types of scales that are played on non-Western instruments, which can pro-

duce quarter tones – the animation and subjectification of the non-human. On 

the piano, quarter tones are unplayable, but that does not mean they do not exist 

in music theory or cannot be played on other instruments. Westerners can think 

in quarter tones, but animists can also play them. 

Within a logic of animism, the quartertones are as real as the whole and sem-

itones, and all of them would exist as keys on the piano. Yet, even given the 

ontological difference between Western modernist and postmodernist percep-

tions of reality and animistic perceptions of reality, it is all about music in the 

end.  

Even within Western thought and practice, quartertones are not non-existent 

(see Harvey, 2014, p. 6, part IV); they are only non-existent when trying to or-

ganise reality from a modernist and postmodern structural perspective, which 

amounts to playing the piano. There is both animation and subjectification in 

Western thought and practices. 
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Within Western modernist and postmodernist perceptions of reality, pets are 

alive and subjects. They are most often loved family members with their own 

personal names. Likewise, a farmer’s animals are often considered subjects, 

sometimes with names, but when they are moved to the slaughterhouse, they 

tend to undergo desubjectification, where they are viewed more as food resources 

than as subjects. 

The difference between the pet and the farmer’s animals is a difference in 

subjectification and not animation. Both are considered to be living beings, but 

the former is more of a subject than the latter. Thus, subjectification determines 

the level of subjectivity of the animated being, thing or phenomenon in relation 

to the subject which animates. Subjectivity and subjectification are fluid, whereas 

the animation is static in this case. But animation, like subjectification, is not al-

ways static.  

A plant in a window or a tree in the forest is also animated within Western 

thought and practice, as they are considered living beings. The subjectification of 

plants, however, tends to be rather low compared to animals, both the pets and 

farmer’s animals. 

Children often learn not to break twigs from growing trees as trees are drink-

ing and sunbathing, living beings. The same applies to plants in windows or in 

parks: they are cared for, watered, replanted, pruned, and stored indoors during 

colder times, and some people even talk to their window plants. Seldom are any 

of the plants given personal names, though, only a species name or classification.  

Thus, both the animation and the subjectification are fluid. Furthermore, 

plants seem to be less alive due to their inability to make fast movements and 

make sounds. Flowers can, by their own agency, turn towards the sun, but unlike 

the animals, they lack the ability to move towards water or make sounds to warn 

fellow flowers when predators approach. 

While the key notion of anthropocentrism in Western thought has been crit-

icised over the past couple of decades, philosopher Emmanuel Coccia (2019, p. 

4) argues that this critique often results in a form of zoocentrism, in which ani-

mals replace humans as the normative model of subjectivity. This, he suggests, 

occurs because Western thought equates subjectivity with the conscious mind 

and movement with intentionality and agency, which are features attributed pri-

marily to humans and animals (Coccia, 2019, pp. 5–6). Coccia (2019) argues that 

life and subjectivity must be rethought beyond anthropocentrism and zoocen-

trism to rethink the status of plants. Ecology is metaphysics, and the boundary 

between ecology and ontology is a social construction which is essential to West-

ern dualism, structuralism and poststructuralism (Coccia, 2019). Thus, his rela-

tional philosophy of plants shows the fluidity of animation and subjectivity and 

argues against the static animation and subjectification of Western thought. 
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According to the logic of animism, animation and subjectification are also 

fluid, as in Coccia's (2019) relational perspectives. 

The most famous example of this from the anthropological and ethnographic 

literature is the discussion of animation between the cultural anthropologist and 

ethnographer A. Irving Hallowell and his Ojibwe collaborator, Chief William 

Berens. When Hallowell asked Chief Berens whether all stones were alive, Chief 

Berens answered, "No, but some are." (Hallowell, 1960, p. 24). 

Another example of fluidity in animation and subjectification is Bird-David’s 

(1999) ethnographic account of the non-human entity ‘Devaru’ – a name given 

to it by Bird-David’s participants, the Nayaka. In the animistic ontology of the 

Nayaka, a non-human, in Bird-David’s example, some stones and elephants are 

understood to be Devaru or not based on the behaviour of the non-human. A 

stone that surprisingly showed up while digging for roots, or an elephant that 

passes through carefully at night and does not trample down huts, is a Devaru, 

as the behaviour differs from that of the non-Devaru elephant or stones just lying 

on the ground. 

Thus, the animation of non-humans is based on “this particular thing within 

this particular situation (Bird-David 1999, p. 74). The degree of animation and 

subjectification is fluid based on the perspective of the one who animates the 

situation, a situation which entails a relation to the non-human. 

There is, though, a major difference between animation and subjectification 

in Western thought and practices, and in animist thought and practices. 

The animation and the subjectification of the non-human is normal behaviour 

and is done in the ‘public room’ as well as in the ‘private room’ within animistic 

ontologies – even if it can be argued that these rooms look different, or do not 

even exist in many animist ethnographic contexts. 

The animation and subjectification of the non-human are most often limited 

to the ‘private room’ in Western thought and practices. If it is done in the ‘public 

room’, most would consider that person to suffer from some form of mental 

health condition. A common thought when a brave bird approaches is that it 

might be an ancestor returning to visit, but one seldom hears secular politicians 

speak about how the bird affected their decision-making in work contexts. For 

the animist, the shaman, or even the priest in some contexts, such reasoning 

about the bird affecting them would not be considered abnormal. 

This is a correspondence with the non-human, which anthropologist and eth-

nographer Charles Stépanoff (2026) argues has always existed among humans 

and is embedded in hybrid communities with the non-human or not-yet-human. 

In his ethnographic Siberian case, these include babies, animals, and spirits, all of 

which are communicatively opaque. How grown-up humans correspond with 
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these non-human and not-yet-human beings is not a transparent linguistic ex-

change, but rather a fluid set of non-verbal, musical, and analogic practices ad-

justed to them. The herder singing to the livestock and the mother singing to a 

newborn, the horse bringing back its drunk rider, and feeding the animated 

stones result in them aiding in bringing lost reindeer back to the campsite. All are 

engaged in similar forms of relation-making. Animation is therefore not belief 

projected onto an inert world, but the practical outcome of a distinctively human 

drive to create kin and social bonds beyond the boundaries of the linguistically 

competent human (Stépanoff, 2026).  

Stépanoff (2026) concludes that this process is inseparable from anthropo-

morphism, i.e. humans attribute personhood, intentionality, and subjectivity to 

opaque others, i.e., infants, animals, spirits, and ancestors, before those non-hu-

man or not-yet-human can demonstrate any such qualities. Anthropomorphism 

is not, on this account, a cognitive error or a primitive rest; in terms of earlier 

both evolutionary and structuralist research (see Bird‐David, 1999), it is, accord-

ing to Stépanoff (2026), how humans make the environment social.  

However, I would argue that anthropomorphism is the wrong conception for 

this. Anthropomorphism, like hylomorphism, rests on an Aristotelian and repre-

sentational anthropocentric logic (see Ch. 2.1). A form (morphe) or idea, in the 

case of anthropomorphism, i.e. the human and the human mind, which is im-

posed from without onto passive, formless matter (hyle), i.e., in this case, the 

non-human organism, thing, or phenomenon in focus for the animation. Applied 

to the non-human, anthropomorphism presupposes that things are inert until a 

human mind projects its own image onto them, which is both anthropocentric 

and representational in its assumptions (see Ch. 2.1). It takes the separation of 

the human subject and the environment a priori. A relational perception, by con-

trast, does not begin from separation at all. There is no projection because the 

separation between the subject and object does not exist; animation emerges 

from within the engagement itself, from the correspondence of beings already 

committed to a shared environment. 

Thus, what makes animation and subjectification possible is not the projec-

tion of humanness onto an external, passive environment and its non-human 

inhabitants, often described in Western thought as nature, separated from this 

humanness, known as culture, but the relational correspondence that emerges in 

the encounter with the non-human. This is what Ingold (2011b, p. 63) means by 

relations within his meshwork being similar to what is described in the ethno-

graphic literature as animism, and what Bird-David (1999) means by relational 

epistemology. 
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What constitutes the animation and subjectification is a relation where 

knowledge is gathered from the relation between the human and the non-human. 

Bird-David exemplifies the difference in animation between the animism of the 

Nayaka and Western perception of reality as follows: 

 

Within the objectivist paradigm [Western]… it is hard to make 

sense of people’s “talking with” things… learning involves ac-

quiring knowledge of things through the separation of knower 

and known and often, furthermore, by breaking the known 

down into its parts in order to know it. To study, say, the tropical 

forest – the kind of forest in which Nayaka live and with which 

they “talk” – botanists of this persuasion cut down a strip of 

trees with machetes, sort out the fallen vegetation into kinds, 

place characteristics bits and pieces of each kind in small bags, 

and take them out of the forest to a herbarium for botanical 

classification (see Richards 1952). Compared with their method, 

“talking with” trees seems a ritual with no possible connection 

to the serious business of acquiring knowledge of trees… “talk-

ing with” stands for attentiveness to variances and invariances 

in behavior and response of things in states of relatedness and 

for getting to know such things as they change through the vi-

cissitudes over time of the engagement with them. To “talk with 

a tree” – rather than “cut it down” – is to perceive what it does 

as one acts towards it, being aware concurrently of changes in 

oneself and the tree. It is expecting response and responding, 

growing into mutual responsiveness and furthermore, possibly 

into mutual responsibility… the object of this animistic 

knowledge is understanding relatedness from a related point of 

view within the shifting horizons of the related viewer… 

knowledge is developing skills of being in-the-world with other 

things… knowing… is maintaining relatedness with neighbor-

ing others. It involves dividuating the environment rather di-

chotomizing it and turning attention to “we-ness”, which ab-

sorbs differences, rather than to “otherness”, which highlights 

differences and eclipses commonalities. Against “I think, there-

fore I am” stand “I relate, therefore I am” and “I know as I 

relate”. (Bird‐David, 1999, pp. 77–79). 

This, however, is only observable from an analytical and often non-situated point 

of view; for the animist, this is the rational way of perceiving reality, in which 
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non-human organisms and non-organisms are perceived as having agency of 

their own.  

This results in the non-human in question having agency only within the par-

ticular animistic ontology of the human who animates and subjectifies the non-

human. Thus, the only organisms with more or less degrees of a conscious mind 

and movement with intentionality can have agency (See also Lindstrøm, 2015 for 

a similar argument from a different theoretical perspective). For what else is there 

to the concept of agency if intentionality is removed? Ingold (‘Towards an ecol-

ogy of materials’, 2012) has argued that only existence remains, and the concept 

of non-human, or more correctly non-organismic, agency could likely be de-

scribed as just existence. But non-organisms, like human and non-human organ-

isms, have affordances (see Gibson, 1979). This means that within this relation, 

the correspondence between the human and the non-human, unfolding within a 

particular thing happening in a particular situation (1999, p. 74), is a process of 

creativity. This creativity is not arbitrary: it is grounded in the affordances of the 

non-human (see Sjöstrand, 2011, pp. 74–78 for details). 

Drawing on ecological psychologist James Gibson (1979), Ingold (1986, 

2011a, pp. 166–171, 2011b, pp. 78–79) reasons that affordances are not fixed 

properties of objects but relational possibilities that emerge between an organism 

and its environment – they are what the environment offers to a particular kind of 

being, given that being's capacities and possibilities of engagement. Affordances 

are always already there to be perceived, but they are not perceived equally as 

they rest on ontological premises. Bird-David (1999) draws on this Ingoldian 

reasoning when she argues for animisms being relational epistemologies. 

Thus, it is the human, or, plausibly, other non-human organisms with suffi-

cient and relational capacities (in Gibson's (1979) examples, animals seeking shel-

ter), who selects among the affordances offered by the non-human. It is through 

this act of selection that animation and subjectification become possible. The 

non-human is not passively projected upon; rather, certain of its affordances in-

vite, or are perceived as inviting, a relational response that constitutes it as a more 

or less living subject. What differs between ontologies is not the affordances as 

such, but which affordances are perceived as rational and possible to socially act 

upon. 

And as mentioned above, in animistic perceptions of reality, acting upon 

those affordances of the non-human that result in its animation and subjectifica-

tion is not considered abnormal. It is, rather, the socially accepted and coherent 

way of being in relation to one's environment. In the Western perception of re-

ality, however, these same affordances are neither absent nor entirely unper-

ceived. People act upon them: they engage socially with domesticated as well as 
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wild plants and animals, and things, but acting on these affordances is only ac-

cepted in some contexts, while in others it is considered abnormal behaviour. 

At first glance, this reason can seem anthropocentric and reproduce the an-

thropocentrism that I have been criticising above as a key notion in pre-modern-

ist, modernist and postmodernist Western thought. Thus, this anthropocentrism, 

known as epistemic anthropocentrism, does not place humans above non-human an-

imals, other non-human beings, or entities, as the pre-modern, modern, and 

partly postmodern anthropocentrism do, known as normative anthropocentrism. The 

former is merely to have a human perspective on the one ecological world and 

its non-human co-inhabitants. For what other perspective can a human surely 

have? 

This metaphysical statement is important for how I, in papers I–V, have 

been treating the concepts of material and immaterial relations, materials, mate-

riality, and material culture, as well as their relation to the Western notion of a 

separate nature. 

It has been argued that the concepts of materiality, material culture, and the 

dichotomy of materials and immaterials reproduce this Western separation of 

culture and nature. Surely, they do, within a modernist theoretical framework, 

but I view, based on my reading of Ingold (1986, 2011a, 2011b, 2012, 2013, 2014, 

2015, 2021, 2022), that materiality and material culture do not differ from mate-

rials as they are part of the environment, only that they have gone through the 

process of ontogenesis, which entails the human, only to, when no longer relating 

to the human, go through a continued process of ontogenesis in the form of 

taphonomy, to return to materials in the environment. During this process, when 

relating to the human, the concepts of materiality or material culture can be used 

analytically, without an extended theoretical discussion, to describe this part of 

the process. And, regarding the relation between materials and immaterials, I do 

not view it as binary, but as a relation, a continuum in which they can affect each 

other; for example, a Nenets material spirit (N. Khekhe) can affect both material 

practises and immaterial thoughts and practices and vice versa (see detailed dis-

cussion in Paper II). 

On the basis of the above metaphysical and theoretical reasoning, the ethno-

graphic and archaeological analyses of papers I–V are grounded, particularly the 

critical reading of older ethnographic literature.  
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3.2. Ethnography 

 

Ethnography, the contemporary writing or documentation of people (Ingold, 

2008), is most often viewed as a method of fieldwork where the ethnographer 

spends time, preferably more than a year, among his or her informants and par-

ticipates in their way of being and observes them and documents the observa-

tions for further post-fieldwork anthropological analysis (Ingold, 2008, p. 87). 

This rather classical view derives from Malinowski’s image of the, back then, 

modern methodologically grounded ethnographer who conducted fieldwork 

alone in distant places, where the ethnographer slowly learns the language and 

customs of the distant culture being studied, which later would result in an eth-

nographic monograph based on the ethnographer’s fieldnotes (Gosden and Lar-

son, 2007, p. 14). 

In this view, the relation between anthropology and ethnography is separated; 

anthropology is the comparative analysis of peoples, societies, or cultures, to for-

mulate generalisations, and ethnography is fieldwork, particularly participant ob-

servation, to pass from the particular to the general, and via the anthropological 

analysis that follows to the more general, to finally end up in the universal. This 

separation is the result of the need for methodological rigour in anthropology, 

which Boas (2014), Malinowski (2014) and Radcliffe-Brown (2014) stressed in 

the first half of the twentieth century, mentioned above, when criticising earlier 

armchair anthropologists for drawing on unscientific accounts of missionaries 

(see also Trigger, 2006, pp. 319–320; Boas, 2014). 

While agreeing with Boas and Malinowski on the criticism of the earlier par-

adigm and the need for methodological rigour, Radcliffe-Brown (1952) argued 

for a difference between anthropology, or, in his case, particularly social anthro-

pology, and ethnography. The maintained difference is the one mentioned above 

– a view of the relation between anthropology and ethnography which differed 

from the American ethnology, later known as cultural anthropology, which in-

stead was about finding the general in the particular. Thus, anthropology be-

comes ethnography aimed at writing detailed historical ethnographies of partic-

ular peoples, a form of historiography (Leach, 1961, in Ingold 2008, p. 76). This 

early debate in anthropological methodology, as Ingold (2008) shows, concerns 

the difference between idiographic and nomothetic inquiry, the former empha-

sising the unique and the particular through in-depth, detailed research, and the 

latter emphasising the general, regular, and law-like by explaining general pat-

terns. 
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Furthermore, this debate relates to the different theoretical perspectives of 

Radcliff-Brown (informed by Durkheimian sociology) and Malinowski (follow-

ing Boaz), which, together with this idiographic and nomothetic debate, among 

other things, divided anthropology into one French-British school, known as so-

cial anthropology and one North American school, known as cultural anthropology 

(earlier known as American ethnology) (Barnard, 2000, pp. 10–13). 

Out of this debate arose the common view that the relation between anthro-

pology and ethnography is that ethnography is the core of anthropology and that 

there is not much difference between the two, to the point where many contem-

porary anthropologists use the terms interchangeably and argue that a separation 

of the two belongs to past paradigms of anthropology (Ingold, 2008, pp. 69–71). 

This, however, is not the case. Ingold (2008), in his paper ‘Anthropology is 

not ethnography’, has shown that there is a difference between the two. Based 

on a theoretical discussion of anthropology and art, Ingold concludes the follow-

ing about the relation between anthropology and ethnography: 

 

Conventionally we associate ethnography with fieldwork and 

participant observation, and anthropology with the comparative 

analysis that follows after we have left the field behind. I want 

to suggest, to the contrary, that anthropology – as an inquisitive 

mode of inhabiting the world, of being with, characterised by the 

‘sideways glance’ of the comparative attitude – is itself a practice 

of observation grounded in participatory dialogue. It may be 

mediated by such descriptive activities as painting and drawing, 

which can be coupled to observation. And of course it may be 

mediated by writing. But unlike painting and drawing, anthro-

pology is not an art of description. We do not call it ‘anthro-

pography’, and for good reason. It is rather a practice of corre-

spondence. The anthropologist writes – as indeed he thinks and 

speaks – to himself, to others and to the world. His observations 

answer to his experience of habitation. This verbal correspond-

ence lies at the heart of the anthropological dialogue. It can be 

carried out anywhere, regardless of whether we might imagine 

ourselves to be ‘in the field’ or out of it. Anthropologists… do 

their thinking, talking and writing in and with the world. To do 

anthropology, you do not have to imagine the world as a field. 

‘The field is rather a term by which the ethnographer retrospec-

tively imagines a world from which he has turned away in order, 

quite specifically, that he might describe it in writing… that is, a 

description which…has broken away from observation. Thus, if 
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anyone retreats to the armchair, it is not the anthropologists but 

the ethnographer. (Ingold, 2008, pp. 87–88). 

 

Following Ingold (2008), anthropologists Jenny Hockey and Martin Forsey take 

this even further by arguing that “Anthropology is not ethnography is not par-

ticipant observation” (Hockey and Forsey, 2020, p. 85), and showing the im-

portance of other methods within ethnographic research, especially the im-

portance of interviews, both within participant observation and as an ethno-

graphic method of its own. 

They further argued that an interview is often, formally or informally, an in-

tegrated part of participant observation, which is necessary to know what the 

participant, or informant, knows based on his or her earlier experience related to 

the thing in focus for the observation (Hockey and Forsey, 2020, p. 71). Further-

more, regarding the ethnographer being a participant, in contrast to non-partici-

pant observation or direct observation, where the ethnographer observes without 

the subject of the observation knowing it, talking, or engaging in any dialogue, 

participation is most often required. 

While Hockey and Forsey (2020, p. 74) emphasise the importance of inter-

views and participatory dialogue, and state that in some circumstances interviews 

might be the most effective way of producing an ethnography, they do not regard 

the methods of interviews as superior to participant observation but rather treat 

it as equal to participant observation or as an integrated part of it. Ethnography, 

according to Hockey and Forsey (2020, pp. 72–74), is a set of methods for the 

written or filmic description of people, in which participant observation is one 

such method. 

The most common of these ethnographic methods are participant observa-

tion, non-participant (direct) observation, collaborative ethnography, unstruc-

tured, semi-structured, and structured interviews, focus groups, visual ethnogra-

phy, museum ethnography, spatial (mapping) ethnography, digital ethnography, 

and autoethnography. 

Some of these ethnographic methods are typically considered fieldwork, while 

others are not. Ingold’s (2008) and Hockey and Forsey's (2020) reasoning broad-

ens the perspective of ethnography and makes these ethnographic methods via-

ble, in relation to the deconstruction of the imagined notion of ‘field’, a notion 

that derives from the early nineteenth-century anthropologists and ethnog-

raphers, particularly Boas (2014), Malinowski (2014) and Radcliffe-Brown (2014), 

in the form of ethnographic fieldwork, in anthropology. An anthropology shaped 

by the Western modernist perspective of the time, in which the ethnographer 

and anthropologist could objectively identify underlying universal functions and 
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structures based on Western philosophy and the key notions of anthropocen-

trism, hylomorphism, Cartesian dualism, and representationalism. 

Based on the discussion above, ethnography, ethnographic research and stud-

ies have been defined in papers I–V as an approach to create and analyse a pri-

mary ethnographic material or analyse a secondary ethnographic material, i.e. lit-

erature, notes, collected material culture, and visuals, created by an ethnographer, 

through a set of various ethnographic methods, mentioned above, based on an-

thropological theory or theories of other disciplines, most often being sociology. 

The ethnographic methods used in papers I–IV are a combination of semi-struc-

tured interviews, visual ethnography, and museum ethnography.  

3.2.1. Ethnographic Literature 

 
Ethnographic literature, or ethnographies, is a secondary ethnographic material 

which is most often the result of ethnographic fieldwork in the form of partici-

pant observation. It is used in all five papers both as part of the ethnographic 

and anthropological analysis, but also in the analogies made between the ethno-

graphic recent past and present and the archaeological distant past (discussed in 

detail in Chapter 3.4). 

The earliest literature drawn upon is from the mid-nineteenth century, when 

the first ethnographers began conducting ethnographic research in Northwestern 

Siberia. Some of these studies draw on earlier proto-ethnographic accounts from 

missionaries, which in a few places in the paper have been considered as second-

ary literature sources (Papers I–V). 

The problem with ethnographic literature is that it is a product of colonialism 

and racism, which slowly decreases as the dates of publication get closer to the 

present date. With that said, the colonialism and racism of the ethnography do 

not really disappear over time but only change and take new forms, some more 

visible and detectable than others, and some are even present in contemporary 

ethnographic literature. 

Thus, the ethnographic literature drawn upon has been critically read based 

on the theoretical framework of new animism, which criticises both colonial and 

racist perspectives as part of the general critique of the Western modern and 

postmodern perception of reality and its scientific epistemology. Similarly, to 

how I draw upon earlier studies for their material presentations and not for their 

outdated theoretical framework, I have tried to deal with colonialism and racism 

within the ethnographic literature. 

Furthermore, the other ethnographic methods and the analysis of ethno-

graphic materials used have not only been used for making new interpretations 



72 

and conclusions about this material, but have also functioned as a way of testing 

and rethinking the claims and interpretations within the ethnographic literature. 

Thus, the ethnographic literature has been treated as both earlier research and 

ethnographic material, which has been critically read based on the theoretical 

framework of new animism in relation to the other ethnographic methods and 

materials: interviews, visual analysis, and artefact analysis. 

3.2.2. Interviews  

 
The method of a semi-structured interview, i.e. an interview format guided by 

predefined questions but allowing flexibility in the follow-up questions, aims to 

result in an informal conversation or correspondence between the interviewer 

and the interviewee, compared to the structured interview in which the inter-

viewee only answers the predefined questions (Skinner, 2012, p. 8). The prede-

fined question within the semi-structured interview sets the theme of the con-

versation, while the flexibility in the follow-up questions acknowledges the 

agency of the interviewee and lets the interviewee affect the way the conversation 

goes (Skinner, 2012, p. 23). 

Drawing on the methodological studies of sociologist Robert G. Burgess and 

psychologist Steinar Kvale, social anthropologist Jonathan Skinner (2012, pp. 9–

10) discussed the interview on a theoretical level as an interchange of views, 

which gives the ethnographic interviewer insight into the interviewee’s perspec-

tives, viewpoints, and understanding of the subject in question. 

Based on Skinner’s (2012) perspective of the method and theory of inter-

views, in relation to Hockey’s and Forsey’s (2020, p. 85) view of the interview as 

an ethnographic method among others, the method of semi-structured interview 

was conducted and constitutes the main material for the case studies on human-

fire relation within Paper I.  

Before the interviews took place, via video calls due to the contemporary lim-

ited access to entering Russia and Siberia, Inna Artemovna Uglova and Alina 

Sergeevna Ivanova were provided with a questionnaire, which they discussed 

with their communities. Thus, Inna Uglova and Alina Ivanova came to function 

as representatives for their communities; the former being part of an Izhma-

Komi reindeer herding family and community of the Ural tundra and the Lon-

got’Yegan River, while the latter being part of a Udorasa-Komi family and village 

situated along the Vashka river, living by hunting and gathering combined with 

small-scale farming (Paper I). 

In the interviews, they began to answer the predefined questions based on the 

conversations they had with others in their communities – answers that led to 
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further improvised questions, which they answered based on both their own ex-

periences and the conversations with the communities. 

The interviews were conducted together with co-researcher of Papers I and 

II, Anna Naglaya, who herself is Nenets and Indigenous to the Gydan tundra 

east of the Gulf of Ob. Thus, both the predefined questions and the improved 

questions were also informed by Naglaya’s perspective and experience of coming 

from a reindeer herding family, but also as a photographer and documentarian 

focusing on the Nenets and their tundra-based ways of living with the reindeer. 

The conversations with Inna Uglova and Alina Ivanova resulted in a compar-

ison of interpretations in the ethnographic literature with the contemporary state 

and recent oral histories of both Nenets and Komi syncretic animisms. 

3.2.3. Visual Ethnography 

 
As with interviews being a form of ethnography, so is visual ethnography. It is a 

method of creating ethnographic material using various technological methods 

and equipment, most commonly cameras that produce still or moving images. 

However, visual ethnography is not limited to photography, digital or analogue, 

but also includes drawings and map-making, either digitally, with the help of a 

geographical information system (GIS) and digital art software, or analogically 

with the help of pen and paper (Pink, 2020, p. 6). 

As part of the subfield of visual anthropology, which focuses on visual mate-

rials from an anthropological perspective, visual ethnography has traditionally 

been regarded as a method of ethnographic note-taking, a way of recording the 

observations made in the field (MacDougall, 1999, p. 64; Collins and Durington, 

2020, p. 74; Pink, 2020, pp. 39, 83, 123). 

In the same way that ethnography is considered the core of anthropology, 

visual ethnography was considered the core of visual anthropology (Grimshaw, 

2001, p. 1). The ethnographic filmmaker produces material during fieldwork that 

later undergoes visual-anthropological analysis outside the field. 

In 1999, visual anthropologist Anna Grimshaw (2001, pp. ix, 3) argued that 

visual anthropology was marginalised within the broader discipline of back-then 

text-based anthropology. The reason for this might have to do with the fact that 

early ethnographers, among those Boas, Malinowski, and Radcliffe-Brown, men-

tioned above, and others, were using cameras and drawings as part of recording 

ethnographic observations during fieldwork (Grimshaw, 2001, p. 4; Collins and 

Durington, 2020, p. 74). While these photographs should be considered a type 

of ethnographic material that can add to the analysis and conclusions, they were 

also used to exoticise the non-Western ‘Other’, which postmodern anthropology 
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of the 1990s sought to distance itself from. Furthermore, it did not help visual 

anthropology and ethnography gain recognition as serious subdisciplines when 

commercial actors and vendors, such as National Geographic, continued to re-

produce the exoticisation of the non-Western ‘Other’ in ethnographic films 

(MacDougall, 1999, pp. 64–66; Collins and Durington, 2020, p. 74). 

Visual anthropologist MacDougall described the situation at the end of the 

1990s as “there is a mounting interest today in visual anthropology, even if no 

one knows quite what it is”. (MacDougall, 1999, p. 61).  

At present, two and a half decades later, the situation seems to have changed. 

Visual anthropology now engages with everything from visual ethnography, to 

the creation, use, and interpretation of visuals, including ethnographic films 

(transcultural cinema) and filmmaking, developing of ethnographic film genre 

and styles, tools and technologies of producing photo and video, distributing and 

circulating of photo, video, and film, and collaborative and participant visual eth-

nography and anthropology, practises and analyses which are all informed by the 

latest anthropological theory (see Vannini, 2020). 

Visual ethnographer Sarah Pink (2020, pp. 59–60), drawing on the work of 

visual anthropologist Marcus Banks, suggests that visual ethnography can be de-

fined in three parts. Firstly, it is the making of the visual (primary visual material) 

for later visual analysis. Secondly, it is the analysis of pre-existing visuals (second-

ary visual material), and lastly, it is the collaboration with ethnographic partici-

pants, in which they create the images (primary visual material) that the visual 

ethnographer, or both the visual ethnographer and the participants, later analyses. 

Pink (2020, p. 86) emphasises that there is no specific ethnographic photo (still 

or moving): any photo, or visual material produced for ends other than ethno-

graphic or anthropological analysis, can still be used. 

The ethnographic visual analysis of either primary or secondary visual mate-

rials involves, according to Pink: 

  

… making links between different research experiences and ma-

terials such as photography, video, field diaries, ethnographic 

writing, participant produced or other relevant written or visual 

texts and objects. These different media and materials represent 

different types of knowledge and ways of knowing that may be 

understood in relation to one another, and which it is the eth-

nographers’ responsibility to bring together to create meaning-

ful narratives and connections. (Pink, 2020, p. 155). 
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Pink's (2020) definition of visual ethnography and visual analysis views visual 

methods and materials as more than just tools for ethnographic recording. Draw-

ing on non-representational theoretical approaches (Stafford, 2007; Ingold, 

2011c), Pink (2020, p. 31) argues that visual analysis offers cultural experiences, 

ways of knowing, learning, and seeing. The analysis of the visual then becomes a 

theoretical inquiry into how and why the visual was made, and what can be 

learned from the ethnographic contexts it portrays (Paper II). 

Visual ethnographic materials were used as the primary analytical material in 

Paper II. The paper is co-written with Naglaya, and, as with the interview results, 

it was, according to Pink’s (2020, p. 155) definition of visual ethnographic analy-

sis, situated in relation to the ethnographic literature. 

The material consists of secondary visual materials, deriving from drawings 

and photographs within early ethnographic publications, but also photographs 

taken during the ethnographic fieldwork and stored in museum archives, partic-

ularly the Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm (part of the National Museums 

of World Culture), the ethnographic collections of the National Museum of Fin-

land, in Helsinki, and the Russian Museum of Ethnography, St. Petersburg. 

The material also consists of primary or semi-primary visual materials pro-

duced by Naglaya, participant Alina Ivanova, and photographers Bryan and 

Cherry Alexander (ArcticPhoto). These visual materials were created for reasons 

other than this study, nor any other study, but they have not been analysed pre-

viously. 

While Naglaya’s visuals, in the form of both video and still photography, as 

well as one photograph by Bryan and Cherry Alexander, were used in Paper II, 

Alina Ivanova’s video and still photography were not. Instead, they were used in 

relation to the interviews and her answers to better explain the context, especially 

regarding the contemporary use of sacred sites among the Udorasa-Komi of the 

Vashka River. 

3.2.4. Museum Ethnography  

 

The last type of method and material used is museum ethnography, which can 

be argued to be the opposite of participant observation. As discussed above, eth-

nographies are narrowly viewed as participant observation conducted by this lone 

ethnographer among people of a distant place (Gosden and Larson, 2007; 

Hockey and Forsey, 2020).  

Museum ethnography is concerned with the things that make up the museum 

collections. According to archaeologist Chris Gosden and anthropologist 
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Frances Larson (2007, p. 15), this type of ethnography is set within a longer his-

torical time span in which both museums and their collections are processes of 

becoming, spanning generations and paradigms to the present day. It offers a 

perspective that is unreadable to the participant-observing ethnographer, who, in 

realistic terms, only gets a snapshot of the communities, informants, and partic-

ipants' ways of being and living (Gosden and Larson, 2007, p. 15). Participant 

observation ethnography is synchronic, whereas museum ethnography is dia-

chronic and, depending on how contemporary the collection is, it can also be 

both synchronic and interactive. Furthermore, the collections and their historical 

context, or biographies, make them a subject of historical and geographic inquiry 

that reveals the intellectual ideas and practices of past research in museology, 

archaeology, and anthropology (Gosden and Larson, 2007, p. 34). 

As with the interviews and visual material, the artefact analysis was conducted 

as complementary material to the ethnographic literature, drawing on it to better 

understand the material culture discussed within it. This was important because 

most ethnographies tend not to focus on material culture, or, at worst, completely 

ignore it (Jordan, 2003, p. 2). 

Furthermore, the artefact analysis provided better insight into the visual anal-

ysis and the interviews, as similar artefacts seen in the drawings, photographs, 

and video, and discussed in the interviews, could be experienced first-hand. 

It is only in Paper II, in relation to the making process of the material spirits 

and the typology of material spirits, that artefact analysis was conducted as the 

primary analytical method, alongside the visual ethnographic analysis. 

3.3. Relational Ethnography 

 
Since the earliest days of the Chicago School (e.g., Zorbaugh 

1929), ethnographers have shown that we cannot hope to un-

derstand the dynamics of the social world by comprehending 

delimited groups as individual cases with semi-autonomous his-

tories and lifestyles. (Desmond, 2014, p. 547). 

 

The quotation derives from sociologist and ethnographer Matthew Desmond's 

article ‘Relational ethnography’ (2014), in which he proposes relational ethnography 

as a contrast to the place- or group-bound standard of ethnography. As the quo-

tation shows, together with Desmond's (2014, pp. 551–554) critical analysis of 

ethnographic delimitations, the place- or group-bound standard ethnography has 

difficulty addressing the space between delimited places or groups.  
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According to Desmond (2014, p. 547), most sociological ethnographies focus 

on either delimited places, for example, neighbourhoods, workplaces, public 

spaces, and institutions, or delimited groups, for example, political activists, sub-

cultures, religious groups, or marginalised groups. The same can be argued for 

anthropological ethnographies, where places are often delimited by geographical 

areas, such as rivers, mountains, cities, and villages, and groups are often delim-

ited by ethnicity. 

This results in enclosed analyses in which relations to the surrounding world 

are unaccounted for (Desmond, 2014). Instead, Desmond (2014) argues for a 

relational approach to ethnography where the focus is put on “fields rather than 

places, boundaries rather than bounded groups, processes rather than processed 

people, cultural conflict rather than group culture” (Desmond, 2014, p. 574). 

Drawn on Desmond’s (2014) notion of relational ethnography, the demarca-

tion of the ethnographic material has been limited to the eight Indigenous people 

(19 major subgroups) of northwestern Siberia and the Ural Mountains areas, 

who, to varying degrees, perceive their environments (as part of the one ecolog-

ical world) and their non-human co-inhabitant, based on syncretic animistic on-

tological premise, and whose lives depend on hunting, fishing, gathering, and 

herding, and nomadism, or semi-nomadism, within these environments (see Ch. 

3.3.1.). 

Thus, they are place-bound to northwestern Siberia and the Ural Mountains, 

and group-bound by their ways of living and their general perception of reality. 

Still, on a detailed ethnographic level, the relations between them, both similari-

ties and differences, allow for a comparative analysis. Furthermore, the compar-

ative analysis allows for the different places they have both in ethnohistory and 

history, as well as their relations to the colonisers of Novgorod and the Musco-

vite state, the Tsar Russian empire, the Soviet Union, and now the Russian Fed-

eration, all of which have in various ways over time affected the syncretic ani-

misms and the making and use of material culture (see Paper IV for pre-Christian 

and Islamic contact of syncretisms between animisms) in the areas by imposing 

Abrahamic religious thought and practise in the form of various Christian and 

Islamic denominations, as well as anti-religious ideologies of the Soviet socialism, 

communism, and Stalinism, and now the global authoritarian neoliberalism and 

capitalism (for details see Forsyth, 2000). 

Within this relational ethnographic approach, applied in all five papers, the 

field, rather than a place, would be the study of animism and material culture 

within these two defined areas; the boundaries and relations, rather than a 

bounded group, are the similarities and differences in animisms and material cul-

ture; the processes rather than procced people, are the development and becom-

ing of the syncretic animisms over time; and the cultural conflict rather than 
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group culture, are the past conflicts between the Indigenous peoples and the past 

and present colonisation and religious conversation impose on them from the 

colonisers. 

3.3.1. The Peoples of Northwestern Siberia and the Urals 

Lands, Languages, and Subsistence    

The eight Indigenous peoples of the tundra and taiga of northwestern Siberia and 

the Urals are: the Nenets, Enets, Nganasan, Sel’kup, Ket, Khanty, Mansi, and the 

northern Komi. All of them, except the Komi, are included in the category of 

the Indigenous small-numbered peoples of the North, Siberia, and the Far East 

(korennyye malochislennyye narody Severa, Sibiri i Dal’nego Vostoka) (Turaev et 

al., 2011, pp. 471–474); however, the Komi are acknowledged as an ethnic mi-

nority within the European part of the Russian Federation (Sikora, 2022).  

The Nenets (Ненцы) are indigenous to the lands stretching from the 

Bol’shezemel’skaya tundra on the European side of the Ural Mountains in the 

west, across the Yamal and Gydan tundra, to the Yenisei River in the east, and 

from the Siberian Arctic coast in the north to the northern taiga around the Pur 

and Nadym rivers in the south (Khomich, 1966, pp. 16–18; Golovnev, 1995, p. 

78; Forsyth, 2000, p. 16; Aksyanova, Vasiliev and Lezova, 2005, p. 386; Salminen, 

2024, p. 169; Vallikivi, 2024, pp. 18–19) (fig. 1). According to the 2010 Russian 

census, they numbered just below 45,000 individuals and thereby constituted the 

largest ethnic group among the Indigenous small-numbered peoples of the 

North, Siberia, and the Far East. 

To the east of the Nenets, along the lower Yenisei River and the tundra and 

northern tundra–taiga zones of the Taimyr Peninsula, are the lands of the Enets 

and the Nganasan (fig.1). The Enets (Энцы) are among the smallest of the In-

digenous small-numbered peoples of the North, Siberia, and the Far East, num-

bering approximately 200 individuals according to the 2010 Russian census and 

the Nganasan, which constitute one of the northernmost Indigenous populations 

of Eurasia, numbered approximately just below 800 individuals, according to the 

2010 Russian census. 

To the south, in the taiga lands, along the reaches of the Ob River, which, via 

the Ket River, flows into the Yenisei basin, is the land of the Sel’kup (Селькупы)  

(Salminen, 2024, p. 169) (fig. 1) –  numbering approximately 3,500 individuals 

according to the 2010 Russian census.  
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To the south of the Sel’kup, along the Yenisei River, and the southeastern part 

of the Ket River, live the Ket (Кеты) (fig. 1), numbering approximately 1,200 

individuals according to the 2010 census. 

To the west of the Ket and the Sel’kup, and south–southwest of the Nenets, 

Enets and Nganasan, along the Lower Ob is the land of the Khanty (Ханты) and 

neighbouring them to the west is the land of the closely related Mansi (Манси) 

(fig. 1). According to the 2010 Russian census, approximately 31,000 individuals 

identified as Khanty and approximately 12,300 as Mansi. 

Further to the west and northwest lie the Ural Mountains, the Ural tundra, 

and the Pechora tundra, which is shared by some of the northern Komi (Коми) 

and the Nenets, but the majority of the northern Komi live in the taiga lands 

along the reaches of the Pechora west of the Ural Mountains (fig. 1). The Komi 

numbered approximately 228,000 individuals according to the 2010 census. 

The native languages spoken in this area belong to the Uralic language family. 

It consists of nine branches: Sami, Finnic, Mordvin, Mari, Permic, Hungarian, 

Mansi, Khanty, and Samoyed (Salminen, 2024, p. 167). The easternmost branch 

is the Samoyedic, which consists of seven subdivisions: Nganasan, Enets, Yurats, 

Nenets, Sel’kup, Kamas, and Mator. 

The Nenets, Enets, Nganasan, and Sel’kup are linguistically closely related, 

but there are further dialectal divisions that can be argued to be separate lan-

guages, on which their ethnic categorisation rests, as these divisions are based on 

the work of linguist-ethnographers working in these regions.  

The Nenets are divided into two groups based on linguistic and ecological 

categorisation: The Tundra Nenets to the north and the Forest Nenets to the 

South. The same applies to the Enets: The Tundra Enets and the Forest Enets. 

There are currently approximately 20,000 speakers of Tundra Nenets and around 

1,000 speakers of Forest Nenets (Salminen, 2024, pp. 168, 196–198), but only 

about 100 people speak both Tundra and Forest Enets, with Tundra Enets being 

the least spoken (Salminen, 2024, pp. 168, 192–193). 

The Nganasan are linguistically divided into a western group (Avam) and an 

eastern group (Vadeyev), with the eastern group, the Vadeyev Nganasan, having 

been affected since the seventeenth century by neighbouring Tungusic-speaking 

peoples to the east. Currently, the number of speakers does not exceed 100 

(Salminen, 2024, p. 184). 

The Sel’kup language consists of five distinct dialects: Taz Sel’kup, Tym 

Sel’kup, Narym Sel’kup, Upper Ob Sel’kup, and Ket Sel’kup (Salminen, 2024, p. 

168). Altogether, there are approximately 1000 people speaking Sel’kup; the ma-

jority speak Taz Sel’kup, and only two people speak Narym Sel’kup, and one 

speaks Ket Sel’kup, while Tym Sel’kup and Upper Ob Sel’kup are likely extinct 

(Salminen, 2024, p. 201). 
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The branches further to the west are the Khanty and Mansi, which are closely 

related to Hungarian, but in some models, they are sub-branches grouped within 

the Ugric branch. 

Khanty is divided into five dialects or languages, as they differ extensively. 

Two northern, two eastern, and one, as of the early 20th century, extinct southern. 

Of the 31,000 who identify as Khanty, only about 14,000 speak Khanty, and of 

those, North Khanty speakers are in the majority (Forsberg, 2024a, pp. 253–255). 

Mansi is divided into four dialects: northern, southern, eastern, and western. 

While there are speakers of every dialect, only about 10 per cent of the approxi-

mately 12,000 Mansi, according to the 2010 census, speak northern Mansi 

(Forsberg, 2024b, pp. 281–282). 

The Komi languages belong to the westernmost Permic branch (except Hun-

garian) and are divided into three groups: Komi-Zyryan (northern group), Komi-

Permyak (southern group), and Komi-Yazva (southeastern group). According to 

the 2010 census, there are approximately 160,000 speakers of Komi-Zyryan 

(Blokland, 2023, p. 615). 

The Ket language is not included in the Uralic language family, unlike the 

languages mentioned above. It is the last surviving branch of the Yeniseian lan-

guage family. The language consists of three dialects: northern, central, and 

southern. Altogether, only a few dozen people among the 1,200 Ket, according 

to the 2010 census, speak the Ket language, and the majority speak southern Ket 

(Vajda, 2024, p. 365). 

As mentioned above, the linguistic categorisation of these people is of im-

portance as the first ethnographers in these areas focused on linguistics. How-

ever, alongside the linguistic documentation, a more general anthropological eth-

nography was also conducted, and according to the anthropological standard of 

the mid and late nineteenth century, the collection of material culture was con-

sidered part of ethnography (Gosden and Larson, 2007, pp. 6–10). Basic 

knowledge of the linguistic relations in the areas is therefore necessary for con-

ducting both visual and material ethnographic analyses. Furthermore, as can be 

seen in the names of the languages and dialects, these names relate to the ecolog-

ical zones in which the speakers live and by which they subsist. 

In general, the people of the tundra, such as the Tundra Nenets, Tundra 

Enets, Nganasan, and the most northern Komi (Izhma Komi), are large-scale 

reindeer herders, with herds of thousands of reindeer, combined with hunting, 

maritime hunting, and fishing. The people of the taiga, such as the Forest Nenets, 

Forest Enets, Sel’kup, Khanty, and Mansi, are small-scale reindeer herders and 

hunters, but their herding and hunting are combined with river fishing and sea-

sonal gathering (see Jordan, 2004). 
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The Ket are hunter-fisher-gatherers, with only some using reindeer for trans-

portation, and not herding (Vajda, 2016). The non-herding northern Komi are 

hunter-fisher-gatherers, combined with small-scale farming and cattle breeding 

(Habeck, 2016). 

In prehistoric times, and for some in historic times, the domestication of rein-

deer resulted from contact with neighbouring cattle breeders, and colonisation 

and fur tributes accelerated the development of large-scale reindeer herding over 

time (see Vasilevich and Levin, 1951; Willerslev, Vitebsky and Alekseyev, 2015; 

Losey et al., 2021 for Izhma-Komi domestication of reindeer see Habeck 2016). 

A Colonisation of Thought and Land(s): From Fur Tributes to post-Soviet Capitalism 

In the eleventh century, the Novgorodians began colonising the hinterlands to 

the northeast and east of Novgorod, and along the rivers they set up outposts 

and forced the Komi in those areas to bring furs as tribute, which were then 

brought back to Novgorod for trade. By the end of the century, the Komi of the 

Perm lands had submitted to the Novgorodians with minimal resistance, prompt-

ing the Novgorodians to enter the Pechora basin and the Ural Mountains in pur-

suit of additional fur tribute. The northern Komi and the tundra Nenets of the 

Pechora delta and the Arctic coast, as well as the Khanty and Mansi of the Ural 

Mountains, did not submit as easily and resisted the attacks of Novgorodian bo-

yars and their private armies (Forsyth, 2000, pp. 3–4). 

While the Novgorodian colonisation is considered the beginning of the long 

process of colonising Siberia, much of it was carried out by the boyars' private 

fur enterprises, and it was not until the Muscovites entered these lands that col-

onisation took the form of a proper colonisation. This concerned the interests of 

the Orthodox Church, which was based in Moscow. By the end of the 1300s, 

Muscovite Orthodox priests and monks had begun to build churches within 

these lands and convert the Komi, and as part of this conversion, they destroyed 

the sacred and marked sites and cut off heads, arms, and legs of the Komi mate-

rial spirits (Forsyth, 2000, p. 5). 

Russianist and ethnohistorian James Forsyth has described the Komi pre-

Christian religion, based on the accounts of Bishop Stefan of Perm, head of mis-

sionary work among the Komi, as "combined animism with the cult of ancestors" 

(Forsyth, 2000, p. 6). 

By the second half of the fifteenth century, the rivalry between the Novgo-

rodians and the Muscovites was resolved in favour of the Muscovites, culminat-

ing in the annexation of Novgorod in 1478, and with many Komi serving as 

auxiliary soldiers together with the Cossacks, the Muscovites now brought the 

colonisation beyond the Ural Mountains to the lands of the Khanty and Mansi, 
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who had earlier only been in contact with fur traders. Despite heavy resistance 

from the Khanty and Mansi princes (a title given to them by the Muscovites), the 

great princes Kalpik and Chepik had already, over a decade earlier, been forced 

to submit to Moscow and pay tribute in fur in 1465 (Forsyth, 2000, p. 28). The 

region as a whole, however, remained beyond direct Muscovite control for the 

rest of the century, falling instead within the trajectory of the Tyumen Khanate 

and, from the 1490s, its successor, the Khanate of Sibir (Forsyth, 2000, p. 25). 

After the fall of the Khanate of Sibir in 1582, the Khanty and Mansi continued 

to hold the Muscovites back before ultimately submitting (Forsyth, 2000, p. 37). 

By the mid-sixteenth century, the Muscovites, soon to be Russians with the 

crowning of the Grand Prince of Moscow, Ivan the IV, in 1547, as Tsar of all 

Russia, had reached the Arctic coast in the north, though it was not until the turn 

of the following century, after long resistance from the Nenets and the Sel’kup, 

that they extended their control as far east as the Gulf of Ob (Forsyth, 2000, p. 

45). 

By 1620, the whole of northwestern and western Siberia had been colonised 

by the Russians, and the forts established during the sixteenth and early seven-

teenth centuries had become settlements and, in some cases, cities (Forsyth, 

2000, pp. 34–38). By this time, the Indigenous peoples were already in a minority 

as a result of the many immigrants who were promised land (Forsyth, 2000, p. 

115), but also because they brought diseases with them; particularly smallpox was 

hitting the Indigenous peoples hard (Forsyth, 2000, p. 58). 

The fur tributes continued, but the Russians were now also extracting miner-

als, such as copper and iron, from the Ural Mountains and beyond (Forsyth, 

2000, p. 116). 

During this advance into the whole of northwestern Siberia, the Orthodox 

Church encountered similar animistic ontologies among the Nenets, Nganasan, 

and Enets in the north, and among the Khanty, Mansi, Sel'kup, and Ket further 

south, as Stephan of Perm recorded among the Komi. The Khanty and Mansi 

animistic ontologies were at this time partly influenced by Sunni Islam as a result 

of earlier contacts and partly assimilation with the Tatars of the Khanate of Sibir 

(Forsyth, 2000, p. 35). 

It is important to emphasise here that the animisms of northwestern Siberia 

were never isolated from one another as a result of pre-colonial relations (both 

friendly and hostile) between the peoples. These syncretic ontologies were now 

influenced further by Russian Orthodoxy – a Church that was divided in two in 

1652 as a result of Patriarch Nikon’s reforms (Rus. Raskol), which aimed to bring 

the Russian Church closer to the Greek and Byzantine liturgical traditions (Pen-

tikäinen, 1999, p. 126). This resulted in many of the immigrants in northwestern 

Siberia continuing with old liturgical traditions, known as Old Believers (Rus. 
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Staroobryadtsy). Many of the Indigenous people maintained animistic ontologies in 

syncretic relations with either the old or the new belief and, in the south, with 

remnants of Sunni Islam (Forsyth, 2000, pp. 26–27), and the syncretic animisms 

would likely have been described in a manner similar to Inna Uglova's account 

of her relation between tradition and religion, pointed out at the beginning of the 

introduction.  

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, fur tributes, mineral extrac-

tion, and the expansion of Russian settlements continued, with more or less local 

resistance at times (Forsyth, 2000, p. 113). When the resistance was brought to 

an end, Russia instead turned to religion, and missionary work was undertaken 

on a large scale, destroying sacred or marked sites and all kinds of material spirits, 

including the masters of the sacred sites and the ancestral images kept on sledges 

and at camp sites (Forsyth, 2000, p. 154). 

By 1710, it was required by both the Orthodox Church and the Tsar that all 

Indigenous peoples of Siberia (all of Siberia was colonised by this time, and the 

colonisation of the far east was underway) were to be converted, and they were 

threatened with the penalty of death if they did not follow the imperial decree 

(Forsyth, 2000, p. 154). 

One of the most notable attacks on Indigenous animism took place in 1827, 

when Archimandrite Veniamin, during his mission to the Nenets (1825–1830), 

oversaw the destruction of the sacred island of Vaygach, i.e., the most sacred site 

of the Nenets, resulting in the destruction of over 400 material spirits (Islavin, 

1847, pp. 117–119; Golovnev and Osherenko, 1999, p. 59; Vallikivi, 2024, p. 

137). It should be noted here that converted Nenets and other Indigenous people 

took part in this destruction (Vallikivi, 2024, p. 137), but far from all were con-

verted at this time. 

Furthermore, the Tatar princes to the south were, in 1715, ordered by Peter 

the Great to renounce their Islamic faith in favour of Christianity if they wanted 

to keep their lands and peasants (Forsyth, 2000, p. 120) – a renunciation that 

might have partly affected the Khanty and Mansi syncretic animisms. 

As noted above, priest Avvakum Petrocvich (1963 [1672]) had documented 

and published on the religious leaders among the Evenki known as samān, i.e., 

shamans. The targeting of the shamans and the international focus on them to 

come rather than of focusing on the everyday animist might have had a counter-

productive effect on the Russian Orthodox mission, as many Indigenous people 

of the Ural Mountains and the northwestern Siberia still upon till contemporary 

times follow the logic of animism within syncretic ontologies, mixing animisms, 

Christianity, and later secular ideologies that would follow from the seventeenth, 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (see Czaplicka, 1914; Golovnev, 1995; 
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Golovnev and Osherenko, 1999; Konakov, 2000; Jordan, 2003, 2016; Gemuev, 

Molodin and Sokolova, 2005; Vallikivi, 2024). 

This led to the Indigenous peoples fleeing and relocating from their hunting 

and herding lands to lands farther north and east (Forsyth, 2000, p. 155) – which 

further increased the syncretisms between the animisms. The ones who decided 

to stay either converted or were killed (Forsyth, 2000, p. 155). Forsyth describes 

the syncretic animisms as follows: 

Naturally such brutal methods of Christianisation were largely 

counter-productive, so that while most of the Mansi and Khan-

tys had been forced to adopt the semblance of Christianity – 

proudly displaying crosses around their necks and styling them-

selves ‘Russians’ – in fact they continued to practice their sham-

anist religion [animisms] in secret … The Khantys placed St 

Nicholas among the pantheon of their own gods to whom blood 

sacrifices were made (Forsyth, 2000, p. 155). 

The persecution of non-Orthodox animists continued but took a new, more tol-

erant turn during the rule of Catharine the Great (Forsyth, 2000, p. 156). 

By 1822, the Russian state categorised the Indigenous people either as ‘settled’ 

(Rus. Osedlye) – the ones who lived in villages, ‘nomadic’ (Rus. Kochevye) – the 

ones who migrated based on seasons, and ‘wandering’ (Rus. Brodyachiye) – the 

ones who were considered to continuously roam the tundra and taiga (Forsyth, 

2000, p. 156). The Indigenous people who were classified as nomadic or wander-

ing were not directly forbidden to continue their nomadic lives, but the decree 

instead regulated them through taxation. The settled were treated more or less as 

ordinary Russian peasants, while the nomadic and wandering were placed under 

a lighter but more supervised regime, paying fur tributes and, in the case of the 

nomadic, additional local taxes as well. This categorisation was not meant to be 

permanent but was built on the assumption that all three groups would, over 

time, move towards becoming full Russian citizens, with the settled way of life 

held up as the more civilised and desirable end point. In this way, nomadism was 

not prevented but was rather placed at a disadvantage within the system itself; 

further, their situation was made worse by the continuing pressure from Russian 

settlers, who now occupied the very lands the nomadic and wandering peoples 

depended on for their seasonal-based subsistence (Forsyth, 2000, pp. 156–157). 

Over time, as more Indigenous peoples of northwestern Siberia, especially 

those in the south, became settled as a result of this system, it became easier to 

bring both animists and newly converted to the village Churches, and thereby the 
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Orthodox Church could better control the conversion process than among no-

madic groups. 

Furthermore, the fur trade state monopoly was abolished in 1762, resulting in 

many Indigenous groups being forced into commercial trade. While many traded 

voluntarily with the commercial fur traders, many groups were exploited and 

caught up in bad deals, as they did not fully understand the concept of debt, and 

some, during the nineteenth century, ended up paying off debt that was a result 

of deals made before they were born (Forsyth, 2000, p. 158). 

By 1861, a decree was issued abolishing serfdom, i.e., peasants (serfs, Rus. 

krepostnoy) legally tied to the land and to a landowner, unable to leave freely, 

and obligated to work or pay dues in return for the use of that land. This led to 

a further increase in immigration, beginning in 1906, when additional reforms 

legalised free movement. While earlier immigrants had been free peasants, state-

owned peasants (serfs), fur traders, Cossacks, Russian soldiers, missionaries, and 

exiles and convicts, it was now possible for any previously privately owned, now 

free, peasant to seek new luck and land beyond the Ural Mountains (Forsyth, 

2000, p. 191). 

The construction of the Trans-Siberian railway also increased immigration, as 

the Russian state offered financial assistance to railway workers to settle in Siberia 

rather than return to the European part of Russia. By 1911, the population of all 

of Siberia was 9.4 million, and among them, the unassimilated Indigenous peo-

ples numbered just over one million (Forsyth, 2000, pp. 191–192). This increase 

in immigration, which led to further contact and relations with Orthodox Rus-

sians, likely further affected animistic ontologies. 

The persecutions of both animists and especially their shamans would change 

drastically as a result of the February and October revolutions in 1917, and the 

establishment of the Soviet Union in 1922.  

During the revolution and the civil war, the cities of northwestern Siberia 

were as affected as any other city in Russia. Many indigenous peoples at this time, 

however, had distanced themselves from the Russians and their cities, going there 

only to trade. The Indigenous peoples of the north were thus not greatly affected 

by the revolution and the civil war, except that the fur tribute was abolished and 

the economy collapsed, leading to poverty, especially among some groups in the 

taiga zones. These groups were more affected by the revolution and the war, as 

they lived closer to the Trans-Siberian railway and the cities (Forsyth, 2000, pp. 

240–242). 

Some Nenets and Khanty of the north fought in the revolution with the Reds, 

though they were imprisoned and executed by the Tsar and the Whites. The 

northern part of northwestern Siberia was controlled by the Whites, with help 

from British, American, and French soldiers who entered from the north via the 
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Ob and Yenisei rivers, until they lost the lands around the Ob in 1919, and Ye-

nisei in 1920 (Forsyth, 2000, p. 248). 

The Bolshevik Party, though, proclaimed in November 1917 the ‘Declaration 

of the Right of the Peoples of Russia’ which stated the equality and sovereignty 

of all nationalities, and the abolition of all national and religious discrimination – 

later to be incorporated in the Constitution of the Soviet Union (Forsyth, 2000, 

p. 241). On paper, the situation for the Indigenous people improved, but reality 

was about to take another turn.  

While many of the Indigenous peoples of northwestern Siberia were part of 

the so-called nomadic soviets and divided into brigades, and the Soviet system 

was fully established between 1928 and 1930, many Indigenous peoples, espe-

cially the Nenets, continued to follow the old clan leaders in secret (Forsyth, 

2000, pp. 248–249). This policy was given administrative form through the crea-

tion of national okrugs, such as the Nenets Autonomous Okrug in 1929 and the 

Yamalo-Nenets and Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrugs in 1930, which in some 

ways echoed the earlier 1822 categorisation of Indigenous peoples, now recast 

within a Soviet framework of nationality and territory (Forsyth, 2000, pp. 241–

247). 

As a result of the anti-religious ideology of the Soviet leaders, animism and 

shamanism were forbidden from 1920 onwards. As mentioned above, this was 

due to the fact that the Soviet state viewed the shaman as a hoax which cheated 

the uneducated Indigenous hunters and herders for their own gain (see Ch. 2.4). 

Many non-Indigenous Orthodox priests and village elders adhering to the Old 

Belief faced the same persecution as shamans (Forsyth, 2000, pp. 287–290). 

The Soviet state did, though, commit the same mistake as the Orthodox 

Church did during the rule of the Tsars – namely, focusing on shamans rather 

than animists and their syncretic ontologies, which survived because they were 

part of everyday practices. And as part of this, the shamans were still visited in 

times of need, but just as the clan system and leaders existed in secret, so did the 

shamans (Forsyth, 2000, p. 288).  

Forsyth (2000, p. 287) has emphasised the similarities between the Orthodox 

mission pre-revolution and the Soviet secularisation process of the 1920s, and, 

furthermore, Vallikivi (2024, p. 247) has emphasised the similarities between the 

Soviet secularisation process of the 1920s and contemporary evangelical missions 

in that the indoctrination focuses mostly on the younger generation – leaving the 

non-shamans elders who know the animist practises second best after the sham-

ans, as the primary bearers of this knowledge. 

Of importance to emphasise here is that the syncretic animisms included Or-

thodox crosses and icons, which were used to prevent relations with malevolent 

spirits of the tundra and taiga (Forsyth, 2000, p. 289). These Orthodox symbols 
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were made more visible by the missionary nature of spreading Christianity to 

others, which made animists with a higher degree of Orthodoxy in their syncretic 

ontologies more of a target than those less indoctrinated in Orthodoxy. 

The aim of this religious persecution, which can be argued not to align well 

with the Bolshevik Party’s 1917 declaration on religious discrimination, was to 

compel all peoples of the Soviet Union to follow the secular ideology of Lenin-

ism, i.e. Lenin’s version of Marxism (see Harding, 2009). While the Soviet Union 

failed to secularise the Indigenous peoples of northwestern Siberia, it did succeed 

in incorporating secularism into syncretic animisms, resulting in a mix of pre-

Orthodox animisms, Orthodoxy (Old and New), and secular Leninism. This was 

partly due to the schools and hospitals established in the region, which offered 

scientific medical care and education as alternatives to the treatments and educa-

tion provided by shamans (Forsyth, 2000, p. 288). 

The collectivisation, i.e., the division of land and livestock into collective 

farms, and the creation of clan soviets and brigades for the hunting and herding 

Indigenous peoples, continued during the 1930s but halted during the Second 

World War and resumed after 1945 (Forsyth, 2000, p. 362). Alongside collectiv-

isation, Gulag labour camps were also established in parts of the region under 

Stalin, adding a further layer of coercion to the Sovietisation of the north (For-

syth, 2000, p. 386). 

In the north, among the Nenets, resistance to collectivisation led to the Man-

dalada uprising in 1934, which was suppressed, and many Nenets were taken 

away and never seen again (Vallikivi, 2024, p. 21). A similar pattern unfolded 

among the Khanty, whose resistance to collectivisation culminated in the Kazym 

Rebellion, from 1933 to 1934, which was likewise suppressed by Soviet forces 

(Mandelstam Balzer, 1999, pp. 99–100).  

Of importance to note here is that some Indigenous groups managed to avoid 

collectivisation, known as Independents, and, especially in the north, some 

groups remained independent until the 1950s (Forsyth, 2000, p. 386; pers. comm. 

Naglaya), while others managed to avoid collectivisation until the fall of the So-

viet Union (see Vallikivi, 2024, p. xiii).  

By this time Leninism had changed to Stalinism, and the persecution of the 

more or less syncretic animist and their shamans continued. 

The Communist Party’s propaganda favoured urbanisation, European Rus-

sian culture, and the transformation of the environment rather than being part 

of it. As Marxism stems from Western continental philosophy, the key notions 

of Western thought are part of Marxism (see Ch. 2.1.), and thus of both Leninism 

and Stalinism, albeit with an Eastern European perspective. 

The animists affected by the propaganda, though, did as in previous times 

and incorporated part of it with their already syncretic ontologies. For example, 
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Czaplicka (1914, p. 200) noted that dolls made to be toys were used as material 

spirits, and that Orthodox icons were, during pre-Soviet and Soviet times and 

still are, stored together with material spirits (Forsyth, 2000, p. 155; Vallikivi, 

2024, p. 45; Paper I). 

Following Stalin's death in 1953, religious persecution largely ceased; how-

ever, anti-religious propaganda continued, but in the form of new atheist festivals 

and celebrations, focusing on military achievements, which were aimed to replace 

older religious traditions of all kinds (Forsyth, 2000, p. 365). By the Gorbachev 

era in the mid-to-late 1980s, animist and other spiritual practices could again be 

expressed more openly. While still being both a material and immaterial coloni-

sation, taking control of both land and thought (via propaganda), the main focus 

from the 1950s, and especially increasing in the 1960s, was the focus on land 

extraction in the form of coal mining, gas extraction, and infrastructural devel-

opment, which resulted in an environmental disruption of the tundra and taiga 

on which Indigenous economies depended (Forsyth, 2000, pp. 385–392). 

Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, the state monopoly 

over land and resources gave way to capitalism and a market economy, and oil 

and gas extraction in northwestern Siberia intensified, now driven by both Rus-

sian and international companies. This shift from a Soviet planned economy to 

capitalism did not end the environmental disruption of the tundra and taiga; ra-

ther, it increased it, as pipelines, roads, and drilling sites continued to fragment 

the lands on which the reindeer-herding Indigenous peoples depended (Forsyth, 

2000, pp. 393–395) – lands that had previously been appropriated in the name of 

the state was increasingly appropriated in the name of profit, and Indigenous 

communities were, and continue to be, largely excluded from negotiations be-

tween the state and companies over the use of their traditional lands (Forsyth, 

2000, p. 396). In this way, the colonisation of northwestern Siberia did not end 

with the fall of the Soviet Union but rather changed its form, shifting from an 

ideological and administrative colonisation to a primarily economic and environ-

mental one, the effects of which the Indigenous peoples of the region continue 

to experience to this present day. 

As for the ontological and immaterial part of the colonisation, it too did not 

end with the fall of the Soviet Union; rather, it opened up for different Christian 

groups of different denominations to enter the Ural Mountains and northwestern 

Siberia, and the rest of Siberia and the far east, freely, as anti-religious restrictions 

were no any longer applying, and religious groups can now freely try to convert 

the Indigenous peoples (see Vallikivi, 2003, 2009, 2011, 2024; Leete, Koosa and 

Vallikivi, 2015) – again focusing on the younger generation (Vallikivi, 2024, p. 

247) – a generation that is further affected by global capitalism and neoliberalism 

as a result of the partly forced engagement via boarding schools from the age of 
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seven and continuing into higher education provided by the Russian state, insti-

tutions, and administrations, and does not continue to learn herding- and hunt-

ing-related work. 

Of importance to emphasise here is that many leave the tundra and taiga life 

voluntarily, while others are forced to do so, and, as a result, syncretic animist 

ontologies and Indigenous knowledge naturally fade; however, contemporary in-

itiatives are being undertaken to safeguard and restore Indigenous knowledge, 

language, and identity (see Glavatskaya, 2004; Vagramenko, 2017; Mikhailovna 

and Anatol’Evna, 2018). The syncretic animisms of the Urals and northwestern 

Siberia are currently existing and evolving (see Vallikivi, 2011, 2024; Jordan, 2016, 

2016; Leete, 2017; Vagramenko, 2017; see also Papers I–V) – they are not relics 

of the past but environmental and ecological responsibilities and forms of envi-

ronmental protection carried out on their own ontological terms in which the 

relations to non-human animals and other non-human co-inhabitants are valued, 

animated and subjectified. These are syncretic ontologies that are worth consid-

ering and learning from, rather than framing them as failed ontologies solely to 

suit Western modernist and postmodernist perceptions of reality. This consider-

ing and learning from in relation to archaeology and the prehistoric past, though, 

depends on analogy-making.   

3.4. Thoughts on Analogy-making 

 
The word analogy has multiple origins, deriving from the French analogie, the 

Latin analogia, and the ancient Greek ἀναλογία (OED, analogy, n.). In a general 

philosophical use, it can be defined as “correspondence or resemblance between 

things, as basis for reasoning or argumentation” (OED, analogy, n. 7).  

In an archaeological context, Hodder defines analogy, drawing on philoso-

phers Avenir Ivanovich Uemov (1970) and Alison Wylie (1980), as “the trans-

portation of information from one object to another based on some relation of 

comparability between them” (Hodder, 2012, p. 16). 

In 1982, Hodder claimed that “All archaeology is based on analogy” (Hodder, 

2012, p. 10). What he meant by making this claim is that analogical reasoning is 

needed to be able to categorise, classify and say anything at all about the things 

the archaeologist excavates. The archaeologist can only know that the prehistoric 

stone axe is a stone axe by reference to already known forms, shapes, and func-

tions of other axes. This knowledge and experience of other axes derives from 

various sources, such as earlier classifications of stone axes, archaeological edu-

cation, history books, axes in museum collections and exhibitions, modern axes, 
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and even axes from popular culture, like books, movies, and video games. All 

these sources constitute the known part of the analogy, enabling the archaeolo-

gist to categorise the stone they excavate as a prehistoric axe. 

This reasoning goes beyond the analogy-making in archaeology. Lévi-Strauss 

(1966, p. 263), for example, argues that analogical reasoning is fundamental to 

how humans make sense of the abstract environments surrounding them. To 

make sense of a thing, known or unknown, analogies with one's own experiences 

of similar things, as a part of socialisation, are the premises of understanding the 

thing in question. 

While I consider analogies a necessity in archaeology and agree with Hodder’s 

claim, there is a persistent problem in archaeological analogy-making, which has 

only been discussed on the periphery, i.e. self-contemporary analogies, or also 

conceptually loose, known as ‘common sense’ (Hammer, 2025, p. 107). 

Archaeologists tend to only be transparent in their analogy-making when in-

terpreting abstractions beyond identification, classification and practical func-

tion, such as materialities relating to immaterialities or the process of making 

(Hodder, 2012, p. 11). This is where the methodology of analogy most often 

begins.  

When things are known to archaeologists and taken for granted, they tend 

not to be transparent in their analogy-making, as it would be impossible to con-

duct archaeological research at such a detailed level and within a reasonable 

timeframe (Hodder, 2012, p. 11). This is still an analogy thought. A type of anal-

ogy, which I refer to as self-contemporary analogies. Analogies, which are based on 

subjective experiences deriving from the various sources mentioned above, but 

are, like other types of analogies, a requirement for archaeological reasoning and 

interpretation. 

Self-contemporary analogies, however, are part of the Western modernist and 

postmodernist perception of reality, as analogical reasoning unfolds on an epis-

temological level, where certain ontological preconceptions are taken for granted. 

It is perceived as ‘common sense’, and the bias of Western thought is rarely 

raised. 

When self-contemporary analogies are made opaque for the purpose of clas-

sifying the stone axe, the problem does not appear fully, and it is not even worth 

considering in most cases. However, when self-contemporary analogies are made 

to make sense of more abstract things or phenomena, like things and phenomena 

within an animistic ontological context, the problem appears fully. Furthermore, 

it appears even more problematic when the self-contemporary analogies on an 

epistemological level take the key notions, or some of the key notions of Western 

thought, pointed out, for granted, which results in the analogy-making in combi-

nation with a Western-biased theoretical framework reproducing the modernist 
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and postmodernist stand on animistic ontologies, deeming it as a misrepresenta-

tion of reality and the things or phenomena in question static objects which can-

not affect the human.  

3.4.1. Ethnographic Analogies 

 

So far, the analogical discussion above does not have to be limited to ethno-

graphic analogies, but rather applies to analogies in general. In the analogical dis-

course within archaeology, ethnographic analogies are positioned at its centre. 

It is an analogy between the ethnographic present or the recent past (usually 

with a starting point in the early modern period when colonialist states and 

churches sent out explorers and missionaries), and the archaeological distant past.  

As seen above in chapter 3.2, ethnography is an approach to create and ana-

lyse ethnographic materials, primary and/or secondary. Thus, the definition of 

ethnographic analogy in archaeology does not have to be about the ethnographic 

non-Western ‘Other’, but in the use of the term ethnographic analogies, it most 

often is, if not always, limited to the ethnographic ‘Other’. 

The reason for this is unilinear evolutionism. As mentioned above in Chapter 

2, the first ethnographic analogies were conducted on the basis that past hunter-

gatherers were equal to the hunter-gatherers and hunter-herders documented 

within the ethnographies of the anthropologists (Trigger, 2006, pp. 147–158). 

Both were on the same stage of the evolutionary scale, only at different times, so 

ethnographic analogies were perfectly viable (Trigger, 2006, p. 153). 

The subjects of comparison of these early ethnographic analogies were, on 

the ethnographic side, the Indigenous peoples of North America and the Euro-

pean prehistoric material on the archaeological side (e.g. Debty 1590; Jussieu 

1723; Danyel 1612, pp. 4-5; see Stahl, 1993, p. 238). 

Known at the time as ethnographic parallels (Trigger, 2006, pp. 130, 183), 

early unilinear evolutionary studies lacked a detailed methodological discussion 

of these parallels and instead relied on the unilinear evolutionary theory. 

The methodological discussion did not develop properly until the second phase 

of processual archaeology and the Binfordian ethnoarchaeology, which was 

based on the notion of middle-range theory. 

Along with the general criticism of the materialists of the culture-historical 

paradigm from various kinds of functionalists of the processual paradigm, Bin-

ford (1962) argued for ‘archaeology as anthropology’. What he meant by this was 

that archaeology needs to be redefined as a scientifically anthropologically 

grounded discipline in which human behaviour can be explored, and to do so, 

archaeology needed to abandon the historical and descriptive approach of the 
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culture-historical paradigm, and partly the early phase of the processual paradigm 

(Binford, 1962). 

To redefine archaeology as anthropology, he developed a form of ethnoar-

chaeology, i.e. “the ethnographic study of living cultures from archaeological per-

spectives” (David and Kramer, 2001, p. 2), which was based on the method of 

middle-range theory (Binford, 1978, 1988; see also: Lane, 2014, pp. 107–109). 

Middle-range theory is concerned with the methodological side of analogy-

making based on the practices of identifying material traces from the past, which 

correlate with human behaviour in the present, regardless of the level of analysis: 

environmental and landscape-, site organisation-, or eco/artefact-level (Binford, 

1978, 1980, 1982, 2014). Based on the material traces of the past, a hypothesis is 

formed, which is tested in the present ethnographic field, often also including 

aspects of experimental archaeology. 

The Binfordian ethnoarchaeology was a development based on earlier forms 

of ethnoarchaeology. The approach or subfield has been around since the early 

twentieth century. The earliest form was a type of direct historical ethnographic 

fieldwork to study the prehistoric past of the ethnographic subjects. It was in the 

1950s, under the label of ‘action archaeology’, that archaeologists conducted their 

own ethnographic fieldwork to formulate theories and interpretations of the past, 

which did not necessarily have to have a direct historical correlation between the 

archaeological past and the ethnographic present (David and Kramer, 2001, pp. 

6–18). Thus, what the Binfordian ethnoarchaeology brought to the table was the 

methodological development of middle-range theory, in relation to eco-function-

alism, cultural ecology, and the natural scientific ideal (David and Kramer, 2001, 

pp. 19–22). 

Within Binfordian ethnoarchaeology, the central theoretical premise holds 

that an analogy or correlation is strengthened when it is supported by multiple 

similarities. As Binford (Trigger, 2006, p. 395) drew on Steward’s (2014) eco-

functionalism and cultural ecology, the correlation between the archaeological 

material and the ethnographic behaviour is argued to be strengthened based on 

environmental and subsistence similarities; thus, Binford (1978) conducted field-

work among the Nunamiut Inupiat in northern Alaska, which he used to inter-

pret archaeological sites from Middle and Upper Palaeolithic Europe, due to the 

environmental and subsistence similarities. 

This type of analogy, which relies on multiple similarities to strengthen the 

comparison, is known as a relational analogy. These similarities may include envi-

ronmental conditions, subsistence strategies, technologies, spatial organisation, 

demographic patterns, language, ethnicity, and historical continuity. The more 

similarities added, the stronger the analogy gets (Wylie, 1985, p. 95).  
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An analogy which does not rely on multiple similarities, where the analogy 

relies only on similarities or resemblances of one kind, most often being shape 

or form, as in the example above with the Palaeolithic stone axe, is known as a 

formal analogy – in which the assumption is made that other similarities will follow 

without considering these properly (Hodder, 2012, p. 16).  The former, relational 

analogies, is, within philosophical analogical discourse, considered the stronger 

of the two, as the chance that the relation between the multiple similarities is less 

likely to be an accident compared with the latter, formal analogies, in which there 

is more room for an accidental correlation (Wylie, 1985). 

In response to Binfordian ethnoarchaeology, Hodder (1982) developed his 

own form of ethnoarchaeology, aligning it with the early phase of the postpro-

cessual paradigm (see also David and Kramer, 2001, pp. 22–31). 

The difference between the Binfordian and Hodderian ethnoarchaeology is 

that the former advocates deduction and the latter induction. Hodder (David and 

Kramer, 2001, p. 54) criticises the deductive approach of middle-range theory 

and instead uses ethnographic fieldwork, among different communities in the 

Baringo area in North Central Kenya, rather than one single community, to for-

mulate structural theories and interpretations of the relationship between human 

and material culture. Hodder’s analogies are relational, as Binford’s, but the 

strengthening of similarities relies on subsistence and material culture in relation 

to ethnicity rather than subsistence and environment. Hodder (1982) compares 

the communities in the Baringo area with the Neolithic peoples of Europe, ne-

glecting the environmental dissimilarities. 

While the Binfordian (1978, 1988) ethnoarchaeology is interested in explain-

ing the correlation between human behaviour and material culture, Hodder 

(Hodder, 1982, 2012) is interested in formulating theories and interpretations re-

garding the meaning and symbolism in material culture. 

In terms of how meaning is attributed to material culture, both Binford and 

Hodder reproduced the Cartesian humanist perspective and representationalism 

(Thomas, 2004, pp. 72–77). Binford, in the way that he argues that meaning has 

to be given to the static archaeological material via non-static ethnographic re-

search (Thomas, 2004, pp. 72–77). Hodder (Thomas, 2004, p. 76) instead argues 

that meaning is inherent in material culture; it is part of the making and previous 

use, which is researchable to the archaeologist in the form of interpretation. 

The debate on analogies and the use of ethnoarchaeology did not end with 

Hodder's early postprocessual ethnoarchaeology. Even if Hodder’s ethnoarchae-

ology came to impact the subfield of ethnoarchaeology, a large part of the eth-

noarchaeologists kept conducting ethnoarchaeological studies that were drawing 

on the Binfordian ethnoarchaeology (e.g. Roux, 2007; Schmader and Graham, 

2015). 
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While the postprocessual ethnoarchaeologists, following Hodder, were criti-

cal of the method and theories of the processual ethnoarchaeologists, and vice 

versa, the main criticism and scepticism of both ethnographic analogies and eth-

noarchaeology came from non-ethnoarchaeologists, and this scepticism and crit-

icism have continued since (Wobst, 1978; Gosselain, 2016). 

The first waves of criticism led to philosopher (of archaeological theory and 

methodology) Alison Wylie’s key text within the analogical discourse, ‘The reac-

tion against analogy ’, from 1985. In this paper, she shows that all archaeological 

interpretation depends on analogies, hence Hodder’s (2012, p. 10) and other 

scholars' claims (Wylie, 1985; Kamp and Whittaker, 2016), for the reason of mak-

ing sense of the material traces they use to gain knowledge of the past. Further-

more, she concludes that the problem is not the analogy itself but rather how it 

is used; here she emphasises, from a philosopher's perspective, the need for re-

lational analogies over formal analogies (Wylie, 1985). In analysing the arguments 

from the critics, which ranged from that analogies should be abandoned fully to 

that they should only be used to generate hypotheses, she further concludes that 

they often fail to provide an alternative to analogical reasoning, and when they 

do, they still end up in analogies, opaque analogies of the ‘common sense’, or 

self-contemporary analogies (Wylie, 1985). 

This led to further discussion and what became known as source-side criticism 

(Stahl, 1993; Cunningham and MacEachern, 2016). Source-side criticism is the 

engagement, by the analogy-making archaeologist, in the critical evaluation of the 

ethnographic material used (Cunningham and MacEachern, 2016, p. 637; Ham-

mer, 2025, p. 106). The analogy-making archaeologist must be aware of the po-

tential biases of the ethnographic material used and treat ethnographic analogies 

as a comparative method, similar to comparative biology, rather than illustrations 

to fill the gaps in the archaeological material (Stahl, 1993). Furthermore, relational 

analogies are a requirement within source-side criticism (Stahl, 1993, p. 253; Cun-

ningham and MacEachern, 2016, p. 637; Hammer, 2025, p. 114). 

Yet, even though the theoretical and methodological reconsideration with 

ethnoarchaeology, which can be argued to have had a major impact on the for-

mations of both the processual and postprocessual paradigms, as of Binford’s 

ethnoarchaeology scientifically shaping processual theory and method, and Hod-

der’s ethnoarchaeology scientifically shaping early postprocessual theory and 

method, many contemporary studies in ethnoarchaeology are still drawing on 

theoretical perspectives belonging to the processual paradigm, with the addition 

of contemporary methods deriving from the natural sciences (see Morris, 2022). 

Even though several ethnoarchaeologists have argued that ethnoarchaeology 

is not tied to a particular method or paradigm (Lyons and David, 2019, p. 100), 



95 

ethnoarchaeology tends among non-ethnoarchaeologists to be equated with Bin-

fordian ethnoarchaeology (Gosden, 2002; Gosselain, 2016), or among the slightly 

less ignorant, they tend to consider Hodder’s ethnoarchaeology too (Trigger, 

2006, pp. 455–456). 

An example of this is archaeologist Oliver Gosselain’s (2016) criticism of eth-

noarchaeology, in which he argues that the subdiscipline implicitly carries an out-

dated evolutionary and racist ideology that divides the world into modern West-

ern societies, deemed unsuitable for study, and premodern ‘exotic’ societies, con-

sidered suitable subjects. He further contends that the search for universal law-

like models of interpretation results in ethnoarchaeologists downplaying histori-

cal and cultural variation, leading to weak understandings of ethnographic con-

texts and a narrow focus on finding mere similarities or differences in the material 

record. Gosselian’s (2016) criticism suggests that ethnoarchaeological theorists 

abandoned ethnoarchaeology in the late 1980s for the interdisciplinary field of 

material culture studies, leaving ethnoarchaeology to those mainly interested in 

reproducing Binfordian and Hodderian approaches. While I will not deny that 

there is truth in Gosselian's (2016, pp. 224–225) claim, he himself is a proponent 

of it and further suggests that others should follow, but, in arguing for this, 

Gosselian (2016) completely ignored the contemporary both theoretical and 

methodological discussion in ethnoarchaeology, as well as the use of ethno-

graphic analogies in general, relating to questions of multivocality and collabora-

tion, Indigenous perspectives, deconstruction, ontologies, and expanding the 

analogy-making beyond Western thought (see Cunningham, 2009; González-

Ruibal, Hernando and Politis, 2011; Politis, 2015, 2016; Brady and Kearney, 2016; 

Hamilakis, 2016; Kamp and Whittaker, 2016; Lyons and Casey, 2016; McNiven, 

2016; Pratap, 2016).  

Furthermore, Emily Hammar (2025) has recently revisited the concept of 

source-side criticism in relation to the archaeology of pastoralism. She empha-

sises an improvement of source-side criticism, in terms of the following three 

steps:  

 

First, they [archaeologists] should engage in source-side criti-

cism, the critical evaluation of ethnographic sources of infor-

mation used for generating archaeological conclusions… Sec-

ond, archaeologists should broaden the sources available for 

analogy through further ethnoarchaeological studies focused on 

varied forms of pastoralism. Third, archaeologists should apply 

more reliable methodologies for the selection and development 

of analogies. Proposed methodologies include developing tem-

porally specific analogues rather than amalgamating historical 
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and ethnographic details into homogenized models that collapse 

spatial and temporal variability and working to evaluate both 

positive and negative comparisons between archaeological data 

and temporally specific analogues in terms of the scale of pasto-

ral mobility, types of political and social organisation, and the 

degree of diversity and intensification of pastoral production. 

(Hammer, 2025, pp. 106–107). 

 

While Hammer argues that archaeologists should avoid homogenising historical 

and ethnographic materials into models that collapse temporal and spatial varia-

bility, her critique bypasses the point that when analogies are drawn across dif-

ferent temporal and spatial ethnographic materials, yet relational in terms of mul-

tiple similarities, and are paired with theoretical frameworks which are critical 

towards the dominant theoretical perspective, the combination can offer new 

insight and perspective. By drawing on the ontological turn, the analogies can 

offer what the ethnography offers the anthropologist of the ontological turn, “the 

conditions under which one can ‘see’ things in one’s ethnographic material that 

one would not otherwise have been able to see”. (Holbraad and Pedersen, 2017, 

p. 4). 

Hence, I have paired improved source-side criticism with philosopher Jacques 

Derrida’s notion of deconstruction. 

3.4.2. Deconstructive Ethnographic Analogies 

 

Even though the word deconstructive in deconstructive ethnographic analogies 

derives from Derrida’s (2016) notion of deconstruction, the method of decon-

structive ethnographic analogies only partly draws on Derrida’s deconstruction; 

in some sense, it can be argued to be the opposite of Derrida’s notion of decon-

struction. 

According to Derrida, deconstruction is not a method which the philosopher 

can apply from the outside onto the material in focus, which is most often texts 

in a philosophical context (Caputo, 1997, p. 9). It is rather an approach to reading 

in which the philosophers engage with the prerequisites, assumptions and con-

tradictions within the text itself. The aim of this attention to the prerequisites, 

assumptions, and contradictions within the text is to show that its meaning is 

never static and stable; rather, the text already contains multiple possibilities of 

meaning, which open up to new interpretations and perspectives (Caputo, 1997; 

Derrida, 2016). Thus, as Derrida emphasises, it is a common misunderstanding 
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that deconstruction seeks to destroy rather than offer anything new. It always 

results in new interpretations and perspectives (Caputo, 1997, pp. 8–9). 

What the method of deconstructive ethnographic analogies shares with Der-

rida’s notion of deconstruction is that it also seeks to offer new interpretations 

and perspectives by attending to prerequisites, assumptions and contradictions 

within archaeological theories and interpretations, in this case, the basis of West-

ern thought in archaeological theories and interpretations. What it does not share 

with Derrida’s notion of deconstruction is that it is a comparative, analogical 

method that, instead of deconstructing archaeological theories and interpreta-

tions from the inside, deconstructs them from the outside through the analysis 

of ethnographic materials. 

Deconstructive ethnographic analogies are a means for archaeologists to crit-

ically question their own assumptions about reality and how that reality differs 

from past realities. The function of deconstructive ethnographic analogies, com-

pared to the common use of ethnographic analogies, is not only to fill in gaps in 

the archaeological materials with the help of the ethnographic material to recon-

struct the past, but it is also to reconsider and rethink archaeological theories and 

interpretations, and what kind of assumptions and preconceptions these rest 

upon. Thus, it is a form of source-side criticism, which shares two and one half 

steps of Hammar’s (2025, p. 106) improved source-side criticism, that not only 

elevates and broadens the choice of ethnographic sources and the consideration 

of the political and the social, in relation to a methodological discussion on anal-

ogy-making, but also critically engages in a deconstruction of the Western mod-

ernist and postmodernist ontological preconception and premises the ethno-

graphic studies rest on as well as the archaeological theories and interpretations, 

which will always, as Derrida (Caputo, 1997, pp. 8–9; Derrida, 2016) argues, re-

sult in new theories, interpretations, and conclusions. 

3.4.3. Relational Ethnographic Analogies 

 

By relational ethnographic analogies, not to be confused with relational analogies 

(as opposed to formal analogies) mentioned above, I refer to Desmond’s (2014) 

notion of relational ethnography. 

In applying relational ethnoarchaeology, analogy-making opens up how rela-

tions between different prehistoric groups potentially could have looked. For ex-

ample, how the same kind of category of material culture would have been ani-

mated differently (Paper II), how humans perceived each other in relation to the 

notion of the non-human differently (Paper IV), and how various animations of 

different beings changed between different groups, and varied over time (Paper 
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V). Thus, the analogies do not downplay historical and cultural variation (c.f. 

Gosselain, 2016). 

Furthermore, it is part of the source-side criticism in that it makes it possible 

to evaluate and broaden the ethnographic sources for analogy and account for 

the relation between different groups, in both political, social, and ontological 

terms, yet it still allows for an ethnographic demarcation, making it possible to 

conduct detailed ethnographic research of various ethnographic methods and 

materials, which allow for positive and negative analogies, which benefits the de-

constructive ethnographic part of the analogies. 

It is common when archaeologists make analogies that they either limit the 

ethnography to one particular space-bound group (e.g. Binford, 1978) or that 

they freely draw on any analogy of the vast body of ethnographic material that 

they find suitable (e.g. Lewis-Williams, 2002). The former most often make use 

of relational analogies, and the latter of formal analogies. 

The problem with the former approach is that the analogies are too narrowly 

drawn, while the problem with the latter is that the vastness of the ethnographic 

material makes it easy to locate a comparison that appears to fit, one that is sta-

tistically far more likely to exist simply because of the vastness of the ethno-

graphic material. 

Relational ethnographic analogies offer a middle approach which accounts 

for source-side criticism as well as historical, cultural, and ontological variation. 

3.4.4. A Visual Ethnoarchaeology 

 
As with ethnography, which commonly equates participant observation (Ingold, 

2008; Hockey and Forsey, 2020), ethnoarchaeology is likewise equated with par-

ticipant observation. The imaginative image of Malinowski’s ethnographer as be-

ing a lonely explorer sent off to a distant culture for the long-term study of their 

alien language and customs (Gosden and Larson, 2007, p. 14) applies to the eth-

noarchaeologist as well. But the ethnoarchaeologist has been accused of conduct-

ing a simplified version of ethnographic work, something less than genuine eth-

nographic fieldwork, since ethnoarchaeologists typically do not stay long enough 

in the field, nor do they undertake to learn the language of the ‘Other’ (Gosselain, 

2016, pp. 220–221). 

As with ethnography, ethnoarchaeology is not limited to participant observa-

tion; other methods and materials can be used too (Papers I–II). 

Binford (1988, p. 26) stated, in an interview broadcast by the BBC in 1981, 

that the written word is not the only historical document that archaeologists can 

use for analogies. He emphasised the possibilities of using the vast number of 
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ethnographic photos produced since the turn of the twentieth century. Binford 

(1988, p. 26) discussed what kind of ethnographic data these photos include, first, 

based on technological development to come, how an ethnographic photo can 

be turned into an archaeological site formation plan, and secondly, he empha-

sised how the photos include an ethnographic context often missing in the eth-

nographic literature (this applies to ethnographic collections as well), and provide 

a basis for the interpretation of the archaeological material, for example, spatial 

relationships of people to hearths, houses, house to hearts etcetera. 

The second of Binford’s (1988, p. 26) reasons, in combination with Pink’s 

(2020, pp. 31, 155) definition of an ethnographic visual analysis as ways of know-

ing, seeing, and learning, makes the photos usable for ethnographic analogies. 

Not only is it possible to slightly extend the ethnographic present further back in 

time and analyse the ethnographic contexts missing in the literature, which fur-

ther allows a comparison with the ethnographic present to show historical varia-

bility, which is included in the analogy made between the ethnographic present, 

recent past and the archaeological distant past – making variability part of the 

past. 

3.5. An Ethnoarchaeology of Ontologies 

 

To gather the theoretical framework of new animism and the ontological turn, 

presented as a metaphysical and methodological compromise (Ch. 3.1), with the 

ethnographic methods and materials, discussed above, used within an analogy-

based methodological framework of relation and deconstructive ethnographic 

analogies, binds all five papers together under the notion of an ethnoarchaeology 

of ontologies. 

An ethnoarchaeology which engages with ethnographic materials to decon-

struct Western ontological preconceptions and aims to rethink reality through a 

revision, based on a theoretical framework of new animism, of secondary ethno-

graphic materials, as well as the analysis of primary ethnographic materials, which 

aims to “create the condition for new thoughts” (Strathern, 1988, p. 20) about 

both the past and present.  

Thus, it also falls under the notion of anthropological archaeology, i.e., a ho-

listic approach to material culture that aims to contribute to the understanding 

of humanity from a long-term perspective rather than understanding a particular 

phenomenon in a particular time period (Pers. comm. Lemke, 2024; see also 

Watson, 2009). 
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While some of this approach overlaps with Indigenous archaeology and collabo-

rative archaeology, and might be included as part of them (Papers I and II; c.f. 

Bruchac, Hart and Wobst, 2016), I want to emphasise the potential need for def-

initions and point out the differences between Indigenous archaeology, collabo-

rative archaeology, and ethnoarchaeology in terms of situated and non-situated 

knowledge. 

All of them imply different research positions in terms of the possession of 

situated or non-situated knowledge and experiences. Both are, however, of equal 

importance, as seen in comparative anthropology and European ethnology of 

non-Indigenous peoples. For instance, an American ethnographer studying Scan-

dinavian people will approach it differently than a Scandinavian ethnographer 

examining their own social context. Combining situated and non-situated 

knowledge broadens perspectives on the phenomena in question, as they are 

viewed from different points of departure in knowledge and experience. 

An ethnoarchaeology of ontologies can serve as non-situated knowledge, yet 

critical of Western ontological preconceptions and the strict epistemological as-

sumptions, alongside Indigenous archaeology and collaborative archaeology, as 

it has the potential of revealing patterns that are taken for granted within the 

situated knowledge, in the same way as Indigenous knowledge can reveal patterns 

taken for granted in archaeology and science in general. 

At the end, everything is philosophy, and it is better to turn outwards and 

include the people and their ways of living rather than to turn inwards to the 

rationalism of Western modernity, and its “common sense” (see Ingold, 2011a, 

2011b, 2018, 2022). 
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4. An Archaeology of Animism(s) 

 

4.1. Identifying Animisms in the Archaeological Material 

 

The question of how archaeologists can identify animisms, or traces of animisms, 

in the archaeological material is a question that has been asked directly or indi-

rectly by archaeological scholars of animism since they began to draw on the 

anthropologist's revisitation of animism for their theory and interpretations (see 

Brown and Walker, 2008; Groleau, 2009; Domanska, 2018). 

Archaeologist Timothy Insoll (2011, p. 1006), by contrast, has argued that the 

archaeology of animism is an absurd concept and that animism cannot function 

as an analytical concept in archaeology. This, he argues, is based on the following 

reasons. First, that animism is not a coherent or clearly defined religious system, 

with which I agree (Papers I–V). Secondly, the concept is historically problematic 

and loaded, which I have also shown (Ch. 2.1, Papers I–V). Thirdly, animism was 

inaccurately used to label entire religions; this especially applies to Tylor’s notion 

of animism (Ch. 2.1, Papers I–V). Fourthly, it is impossible to reliably identify 

animism in archaeological material.  

It is the fourth and last reason I disagree with and regard as ill-considered. 

The answer to that question, or rather problem in Insoll’s terms, is that it is not 

about identifying animism; it is rather about studying archaeological materials 

with animation and subjectification as theoretical premises.  

The question asked is invalid: it is impossible to find something if one does 

not acknowledge its existence. If the animisms of the past are studied based on 

the ontological premises of the Western modernist and postmodernist percep-

tion of reality, based on the key notions of anthropocentrism, hylomorphism, Cartesian 

dualism, and representationalism, only then is a claim such as Insoll’s valid. 

Treating archaeological materials as potentially animated and as potential sub-

jects is reasonable and likely, given the ontological perceptions of reality likely 

held by prehistoric hunter-gatherers (Papers I–V). The hunter-gatherers of the 
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Palaeolithic, Mesolithic and Neolithic past were not neoliberalists within a capi-

talistic system who perceived their environments and non-human co-inhabitants 

through the lens of Western philosophy and the key notions of anthropocen-

trism, hylomorphism, Cartesian dualism, and representationalism – key notions 

which deem the logic of animism wrong, and further make it impossible to ex-

plore and discuss the ontological premises of animism as more than just miscon-

ceptions, fantasies, and childish thoughts (Papers I–V). 

It is more likely that these ontologies of past hunter-gatherers were some 

form of animism, which followed the logic of animism, reasonable and rational 

only to these animists (Papers I–V). These would have been animisms that may 

or may not have included totemic relations and shamanic practices (Papers III 

and V). 

Through an anthropological archaeology and an ethnoarchaeology of ontol-

ogies, which includes relational ethnographic analogies and deconstructive eth-

nographic analogies (Papers I–V), I have shown that the study of primary and 

secondary ethnographic materials of various types can work for archaeologists as 

the ethnographic methods work for the ethnographers and anthropologists who 

apply the methodological approach of the ontological turn (Holbraad and Peder-

sen, 2017); i.e. that the ethnographic material reveals phenomenon to the eth-

nographer which were unthinkable to them before conducting the ethnographic 

research. Ethnography, for the anthropologist, becomes, in the same way as eth-

nographic analogies do for the archaeologists, a way “to create the condition for 

new thoughts.” (Strathern, 1988, p. 20; see also: Holbraad and Pedersen, 2017, 

p. 4, Paper I–V). These are thoughts that make archaeologists not only reconsider 

the possibility of new interpretations of materials but also ask: if these premises 

of animation and subjectification are applied in the field and in excavation, what 

else can be found that cannot yet be imagined? 

Drawing on sociologist Robert K. Merton's and Elinor Barber’s (2004, pp. 

260–261) notion of the serendipity pattern, i.e. the recurring situation in research 

where a scholar encounters a phenomenon that is unanticipated (not part of the 

original research hypothesis), anomalous (inconsistent with existing theory or es-

tablished facts), and strategic (significant enough to seed a new theoretical direc-

tion or revise an existing one), archaeology is at its best when archaeologists dis-

cover things they did not yet know existed. 

One of the better examples of this is archaeologist Gerhard Bersu's (1940) 

excavation of the Iron Age site at Little Woodbury, England, where he made 

ethnographic analogies between postholes of huts in Kenya and the dark soil 

circles placed in a square formation at the site, and concluded that the circles 

were postholes (Hodder, 2012, pp. 20–24). Dark soil circles interpreted as 
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postholes are now common archaeological knowledge, but it was unthinkable 

before the analogy was made. 

Another example is the “shape-edged quartz pieces” that archaeologist Oscar 

Almgren (1906) reported having been found within the Stone Age site in Eastern 

Central Sweden, which he dates to the time of the dolmens, but where both dol-

mens and traces of farming are missing, and the sites rather resemble the sites of 

the old Stone Age. Almgren was talking about the coastal maritime hunter-gath-

erer sites of the Pitted Ware Culture (3300 – 2800 BCE). He interpreted the 

shaped-edged quartz pieces as by-products of temper making used for making 

pots (Almgren, 1906, p. 102), but it was not until later, when analogies were 

drawn with flint napping, experiments and ethnography, that it was understood 

that the shape-edged quartz pieces were by-products of tool-making and actual 

tools, such as cores, flakes, scrapers, and arrowheads (White, 1968; Knutsson, 

1988; see also: Lindgren, 2004, pp. 26–32). 

To identify animism in the archaeological material is to, through ethnoarchae-

ology of ontologies, engage in and explore what is unthinkable from a Western 

philosophical perspective. It is to acknowledge the logic of animism, in this case 

present within syncretic ontologies among the hunter-herder communities of the 

Ural Mountains and northwestern Siberia, and to attempt to reach the most likely 

interpretations of prehistoric hunter-gatherers' ontologies (Papers I–V). 

While I in this thesis (Papers I–V) adhere to the theoretical school of new 

animism, and have been critical towards theoretical premises and interpretations 

of earlier paradigms of culture-historical, processual, and postprocessual archae-

ology, which takes the Western key notions for granted through both time and 

space, it is known that Thomas Kuhn’s (see Musgrave, 2014) definition of para-

digm and the processes of paradigms shifts is a reduction which does not fully 

correspond with reality. The so-called paradigms are rather theoretical trends, 

and, as with any trend, they both criticise and build on past trends to create some-

thing new. It is a cumulative process of theoretical development rather than a so-

called crisis that results in a complete paradigm shift (see Trigger, 2006, pp. 8–9). 

Based on this, I have tried to integrate recent anthropological theories of on-

tology, relationality, and new animism with archaeological methods, primarily as-

sociated with processual and early postprocessual archaeology, i.e., ethnographic 

analogies and ethnoarchaeology. While these methods, as shown in Chapter 2.5, 

are to some degree present in ontological and relational archaeology related to 

animism, the majority still implicitly draw on ethnographic analogies, using an-

thropological theoretical frameworks grounded in ethnographic fieldwork, and 

in their archaeological studies. And as with the archaeological use of the related 

‘-ism’ of totemism and shamanism, within earlier paradigms or theoretical trends, 

archaeologists tend not to provide their own definition of animism. This is likely 
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due to the rather limited engagement with both primary and secondary ethno-

graphic materials of different kinds. 

Based on the anthropological definitions of animism(s) drawn upon (Bird‐

David, 1999; Ingold, 2011a, p. 113; Coccia, 2019; Vallikivi, 2024, pp. 33–34; 

Stépanoff, 2026) and the results from the ethnographic analysis and the conclu-

sions, in Papers I – V, I have come to define animism and the related ‘-ism’ of 

totemism and shamanism as the following: Animisms are ontologies, including 

epistemologies, of different kinds in which the animation and the subjectification 

of the human, as well as the non-human, equal the rational logic of perceiving 

reality and the environment. Material and immaterial non-humans are engaged 

within everyday life as a result of particular things happening in particular situa-

tions, based on the affordances of the non-human, which rest on the relational 

ontological and epistemological premises of perceiving the one reality and the 

environment in the form of reciprocal interdependence with the non-human. 

Thus, ontology and ecology are inseparable, and gaining knowledge involves at-

tending to relations with the non-human. While animation and subjectification 

are common practises among humans in general, to varying degrees depending 

on ontology and epistemology, they occur in public as well as in private rooms 

within animistic ontologies. Rooms that, in the case of this thesis, look different 

throughout the recent past and present Siberian and Uralic tundra and taiga, and 

should not be treated as binary positions. This is what distinguishes the more-or-

less syncretic animistic ontologies from other ontologies. Thus, animisms occur 

within both what could be argued to be animistic institutions and within syncretic 

forms of non-animistic institutions (see paper I for an earlier definition of ani-

mism that informed this concluding definition). 

As part of these animisms, totemisms and shamanisms may be included. The 

former being kinship relations with the non-human, such as animals, plants, riv-

ers, mountains, rocks, rain, thunder, wind directions, the sun and the moon, and 

various spirits, demi-gods and gods, and the latter being different practises, such 

as drumming, dancing (sometimes to cause a state of trance), singing, storytelling, 

oral poetry, traveling to other layer of the worlds, healing, hurting, sacrificing, 

making, destroying, aiding with help of ancestors, spirits, demi-gods and gods 

and being keepers of knowledge and mythology, which all rests on the logic of 

animism (see detailed discuss in Paper III and V). 
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4.1.1. Human and Non-Human Animation 

 
If the logic of animism, or at least the animation and subjectification of the non-

human, were accounted for in archaeological analyses of past hunter-gatherers, 

this would make it possible for archaeologists to see beyond the limitation of 

Western thought as universal in both time and space, in which the difference 

between the material and immaterial and between the animate and the inanimate 

is ontological a priori. 

If the logic of animism is accounted for, humans must be treated as relational 

beings who are, based on the affordances of the non-human, perceiving the non-

human as more or less animated and as a subject. Of importance to emphasise 

here is that this animation and subjectification are fluid and vary depending on 

the specific animistic ontology and what is considered rational within it. This 

includes what affordances of the non-human are rational to act upon, and the 

previous knowledge the animating and subjectifying human has of it and the en-

vironment in which the animation and subjectification occur. Thus, the anima-

tion and the subjectification rest on both ontological premises of perceiving the 

shared environment and reality and on forms of relational epistemologies (cf. 

Bird‐David, 1999; Ingold, 1999). 

In such a logic, a human can have more than one soul, which are not set in 

binary opposition to the human body. Furthermore, these souls are not limited 

to humans; non-humans can have them too, either the same form of souls, a 

number of those souls, or other types of souls (Papers I, II and IV). 

For the archaeological analysis, it is not necessary to reason about the onto-

logical premises of a soul or souls; it is, however, important to acknowledge the 

likelihood of the animation of the subjectification, often described in the ethno-

graphic material as some form of souls, or soul giving, or spirits (Ingold, 2011a, 

p. 113), among the prehistoric hunter-gatherers, and how this relation might have 

affected the material traces, now separated by time from their immaterial context, 

that they have left behind. 

Recent studies of human-animal relations have been good at considering this 

animation and subjectifying relation between the human and the non-human an-

imal, but, as argued above (Ch. 3.1), this has to extend beyond the human and 

non-human animals to account for the animistic ontologies and epistemologies 

of the ethnographic material. But this extension also includes critically question-

ing the static animation of the human. 

Humans have not always been, and are still not always, animated and subjec-

tified as humans when perceived by other humans. It is likely, based on a com-

parison of ethnographic literature from pre-modern and early modern times to 
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the present, that the differences and fluidity in human animation and subjectifi-

cation were more an ontological phenomenon of the past than of the present 

(Paper IV). Speculatively, this might be due to the spread of major religions and 

globalism. 

Either way, the fluidity in human animation among prehistoric hunter-gath-

erers must be accounted for. When different groups of Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, 

and Neolithic hunter-gatherers, and later farming groups, meet, they likely ini-

tially animated and subjectified the members of the unknown group differently 

from how they animated and subjectified themselves (Paper IV). Furthermore, it 

is likely that certain non-humans, including local non-animals, were animated and 

subjectified to a degree more similar to oneself than the newly met human-other 

(Paper IV). If this is accounted for in the archaeological analysis, in excavation 

or post-excavation, the archaeologists must ask themselves to what degree, from 

a past ontological perspective, they excavate and analyse a human subject, even 

if it is clear from the contemporary scientific perspective that the object of study 

is human remains. 

Similar questions must be considered when dealing with non-human animal 

remains, plant remains or ecofacts, material culture, and things in general (Sol-

feldt, 2024, Papers I, II and V). To what degree, from the past ontological and 

epistemological perspectives, would or would not these traces have been consid-

ered a subject rather than a priori being taken for granted as an economic re-

source, functional thing or a non-functional thing used in ritual, representational 

and transcendental contexts, based on Western thought and its key notions. 

If such questions are asked of the archaeological materials, the dichotomy 

between the material and the immaterial does not hold. The archaeological ma-

terial is what remains of the relation between the material and the immaterial, 

which together constitute the full understanding of the thing in question. To not 

speculate about and analyse the most likely immaterial context related to the ma-

terial in focus is to not fully analyse and study the archaeological material in ques-

tion – and when analysing traces of past hunter-gatherers, the anthropology and 

ethnography of hunter-gatherers, and other related nomadic or semi-nomadic 

hunter-herders, has shown that this immaterial context, now lost in time, is likely 

to be what anthropologist and ethnographers would have called animism(s). 

Thus, this is how ethnographic analogies are used to include the logic of ani-

mism(s) within interpretations of prehistoric hunter-gatherers and their many, 

over time, changing and evolving ontologies. 
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4.1.2. Shamans and Non-Shaman Animists 

 
I have stated the definition of animism above, in relation to the related ‘-isms’ of 

totemism and shamanism, but it is also important to note the distinction between 

shamans and non-shaman animists, and the implications these differences have 

for archaeological analysis of past hunter-gatherers. 

At present, the existence of Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, and non-farming Neo-

lithic shamans (rarely found among Neolithic farmers) rests on a circular argu-

ment in which shamans from historical or contemporary contexts are projected 

onto the distant hunting-and-gathering past (Paper III). It can be argued that I 

have done the same by portraying the Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, and Neolithic 

hunter-gatherers as animists. However, this is not the case.  

The difference relates to the universalist and the regionalist discussion within 

the field of shamanism, in which the universalists argue that shamans exist 

through both time and space, either as shamans or as an analytical tool, and the 

regionalists, to the contrary, argue that it is a Siberian and north-central Asian 

phenomenon only (see a detailed discussion in Ch. 2.4.). But as I have argued 

above, animation and subjectification are common among all humans, only that 

is it perceived and looked upon differently with different ontologies and episte-

mologies. The shaman, or shamans, however, only exist within particular animis-

tic ontologies. In fact, shamans exist only within Evenki syncretic animism(s), 

which proto-ethnographers and ethnographers have studied only since 1672 

(Witsen, 1705; Avvakum Petrovich, 1963 [1672]). In other non-Evenki syncretic 

forms of animism studied in this thesis, the ‘shaman’ in those ontologies does 

other things, goes by other names (e.g. N. tadibya, K. ńajt. Ket, senang), and differs 

in definition and in the practices they do (Paper III). 

Certain imagery created on Siberian rocks, relatively dated to the Bronze Age 

pushes back the notion of the shaman and the shamanistic practises further back 

(see Devlet, 2001), and I would argue that it is likely that a position similar to a 

shaman would possibly exist among the Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, and non-farm-

ing Neolithic groups of Eurasia (Paper III), more so for the Siberian and central 

Asian prehistoric hunter-gatherers, yet changing over time; but archaeology lacks 

materials to argue for this further back than the Siberian Bronze Age (cf. Devlet, 

2001).  

While I have been critical of shamanic speculations, especially the shamanic 

circular argument, in earlier archaeological theoretical trends, I do not dismiss an 

archaeology that focuses on identifying shaman and shamanism within archaeo-

logical materials (using the notion of shaman as an analytical tool), especially in 

historical archaeology and anthropology. However, I argue that it is close to, if 

not entirely, impossible to separate the Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, and non-farming 
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Neolithic shaman from the non-shaman-animist, i.e., regular people. To do so 

would be to do it backwards – to try to find the extraordinary or special when 

not yet knowing how the extraordinary differs from the regular and ordinary, i.e. 

the animists and all their everyday practices done – practises which must be un-

derstood, in Western terms, as both functional and ritual at the same time (Paper 

III). 

4.1.3. Animistic Imagery: An Iconography of Immanentism 

 
Imagery in all its forms, partial and portable ‘art’, holds a special place among the 

archaeological materials of the Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, and Neolithic hunter-

gatherers (Papers II and V). It is far too easy to end up in a reasoning that the 

closest archaeologists can get to the prehistoric ontologies of past hunter-gath-

erers is through their imagery. This is, though, only partly a valid argument. It 

does not necessarily need to be so that imagery is inherently more animated and 

subjectified than, for example, an animated flint core. While this remains true, 

the difference between non-imagery animation and imagery animation lies in the 

plausibility that imagery evokes more of the by-time-separated and missing im-

material context, which, together with the material remains, constitutes the full 

context of the phenomenon in question (Ch. 4.1.1). 

These immaterial contexts of the imagery have been interpreted within the 

archaeological paradigms of culture-historical, processual, and postprocessual ar-

chaeology, based on the key notion of Western thought, especially the combina-

tion of hylomorphism, iconology, and transcendentalism, which together repro-

duce representationalism (Papers II and V). 

Shortly summarised, drawing on the critical perspectives of philosopher Gil-

bert Simondon (2020), Ingold (2013) and archaeologists Ing-Marie Back Dan-

ielsson et al. (2012), this combination results in the following explanation: An 

idea of form (morphe), deriving from the mind of the maker, which is imposed on 

passive raw material (hyle), becomes a finished object: in this case, images on cave 

walls or rocks, or images carved onto tools and pendants, or carved figurines, as 

part of the making is a symbolism or a representation of something other than 

the image – an immaterial idea, again deriving from the mind of the maker, which 

is detached from the image itself. Thus, the imagery represents only the ideas of 

its makers, which are conveyed to the viewer, even the archaeologist viewing it 

thousands of years later, whose aim is to decipher these symbols, i.e. iconogra-

phy, and its meaning and use, i.e. iconology.  
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This representationalism, iconography, and iconology, as part of Western 

thought, then project this reasoning back in time, and the difference in ontolog-

ical premises for perceiving reality is not accounted for. 

As early as 1853, linguist and ethnographer Matthias Alexander Castrén noted 

that the animists of the Altai Mountains did not perceive their imagery in this 

way. Their images, as he emphasises (Castrén, 1853), were based on immanent-

ism rather than transcendentalism:  

 

In our language, the word idol does not have the same meaning 

as how I will be using it in the following [chapter]. Usually, it is 

understood simply as an external image, a symbol of divinity, 

which is conceived as a separate entity from the idol, as if it were 

an existing essence unto itself [i.e., transcendentalism]. Among 

the Altaian peoples, idols do not have this formal significance, 

but most of them imagine that divinity is inherent in the idol, 

or, so to speak, incarnated within it. Therefore, according to 

their view, the idols are actual gods [i.e., immanentism] (Castrén 

1853, p. 197, authors’ translation). 

 

I have come to the same conclusion as Castrén: that imagery in animistic ontol-

ogies is based on immanentism rather than transcendentalism (Papers II and V), 

i.e. that the imagery does not represent an immaterial idea of the subject related to 

the image in question (transcendentalism), but that the image in question is the 

subject (immanentism). Set in a Christian context, the Jesus on the church wall 

is not a representation of Jesus but is Jesus (Paper IV).  

Within a contemporary ethnographic context, this can, of course, depending 

on the level of syncretism, be such that both immanentism and transcendental-

ism coexist, for example, the difference in perceiving pre-Russian Orthodox ma-

terial spirits and Russian Orthodox icons. Yet, when dealing with imagery of the 

past, which most likely would have been perceived through some form of ani-

mistic ontological premises of perceiving reality, I have concluded that imma-

nentism is included within the logic of animism(s) (Papers I–V). 

This reasoning and conclusion do not necessarily dismiss the various inter-

pretations of past images made and used by Palaeolithic, Mesolithic and Neolithic 

hunter-gatherers, such as the imagery being the result of sympathetic hunting 

magic and relating to either totemic or shamanic practices. However, I do dismiss 

the theoretical frameworks on which these interpretations rest (Paper II and V); 

i.e. first the modernist perspective in which the interpretation rests on the dia-

chronic perspectives of unilinear evolutionism, diffusionism, and later the syn-
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chronic perspectives of functionalism, structuralism, and structural-functional-

ism, and secondly the postmodernist interactive perspectives of constructivism 

and interpretivism – all of which by default rest upon the key notions of Western 

thought which reproduces representationalism and transcendentalism through 

both time and space. 

For the archaeological, anthropological, and ethnographic analysis of imagery 

made and used within animistic ontologies, or forms of syncretic animisms, im-

manence needs to be accounted for to varying degrees of syncretism (Papers I–

V). 

This, however, does not mean that iconography as a method needs to be dis-

missed, since it need not entail representationalism in the same way that iconol-

ogy does. Rather, I argue, what is needed when dealing with animistic imagery of 

both the past and the present is an iconography of immanentism in which the 

scholar of the animistic imagery acknowledges the animation and subjectification 

which is, or most likely were, related to imagery and their function to affect the 

relation to the animated and subjectified non-humans in question (Solfeldt, 2024, 

Paper V). 

4.2.  Epilogue: Animation as a theoretical premise  

I set out by quoting Inna Uglova, who showed that her animist-Orthodox syn-

cretic perception of reality is only contradictory in relation to the Western mod-

ernist and partly postmodernist secular perception of reality, which rests on the 

Western philosophical key notions of anthropocentrism, hylomorphism, Cartesian dual-

ism, and representationalism, within a structural neoliberal and capitalist political 

framework – a perception of reality, if uncritically taken for granted and seeking 

explanations over learning and understanding will imply that the hunter-gatherers 

and hunter-herders of the ethnographic present, the recent past, and the archae-

ological distant past were structural liberalists with capitalist economies who per-

ceived and pervaded their reality based on a Western thought and perception of 

reality.  

For archaeology, this means a Westernised past that equates this perception 

of reality with the essence and natural state of the human being, independent of 

notions of time and the changes that occur over time. 

My concern, in the five papers which constitute the body of this doctoral 

thesis, has been with the relation between animisms and material culture, and 

with how this Western modernist and postmodernist secular perception of reality 

has come to form an understanding of this relation, which does not follow the 
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logic of animism(s) present in the ethnographic materials of Indigenous peoples 

of the tundra and taiga of the Urals and northwestern Siberia.  

To seek the logic of animism(s) in the archaeological material is to seek the 

immaterial relation to the material. Within earlier archaeological paradigms, or 

theoretical trends, of culture-historical archaeology, processual archaeology and 

postprocessual archaeology, and to a certain degree within the potential current 

archaeological paradigm of relational archaeology, certain archaeological materi-

als are more likely to reveal their relation to past ontologies than others. Such 

archaeological material would include, for example, burials and imagery (Papers 

II, III and V).  

I have, however, concluded that a recurring pattern in historical and contem-

porary syncretic animisms among the hunting and herding Nenets, Enets, Nga-

nasan, Sel’kup, Ket, Khanty, Mansi, and the northern Komi is that animation and 

subjectification are everywhere and constitute the rational and logical way of per-

ceiving reality – a perception of reality which is based on immanentism. Hence, 

the relation between animism(s) and immanentism is inseparable, yet they are not 

the same, as immanentism exists as part of non-animistic ontologies, epistemol-

ogies, and institutions too. 

The answer to the research questions, stated in relation to the overarching 

aims of the thesis, is that the key notions of these historical contemporary syn-

cretic animisms are: animation, subjectification, and immanentism – the practices of 

acknowledging life and subjectivity more or less equal to the life and subjectivity 

of oneself, even though the material form and shape differ from oneself – an 

acknowledgement which rest on the ontological premises of immanentism. 

While these key notions, the immanent practises of animation and subjectifi-

cation, leave potential material traces, such as traces of fire (Paper I), various 

forms of imagery (Papers II and V), and burials and other treatments of human 

and non-human animal remains (Papers I, III, IV), constituting only a few exam-

ples of the diversity of the archaeological traces and remains of past hunter-gath-

erers – the practises are to the greater extent of immaterial character, and only if 

the material traces are paired with its immaterial context can they be fully under-

stood.  

While the immaterial context remains beyond research for the archaeologist 

compared to the ethnographer, it does not mean that they should be ignored, 

especially not when there are historical, ethnohistorical and contemporary ac-

counts of differences in human ontologies upon which analogies can be drawn, 

and as it is highly likely that similar immaterial contexts, which changed and 

evolved through time, existed in some form among the hunter-gatherers of the 

Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, and Neolithic past. 
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Thus, the immanent practices of animation and subjectification, informed by 

ethnographic primary and secondary materials, analysis, and studies, are of im-

portance for archaeological theory and method development as they will extend 

the discussion to include more of the non-binary relation of materials and imma-

terials, rather than ending the discussion by arguing for the vague notion of non-

human, or more than human agency, independently of differences in ontological 

premises of perceiving reality. 
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5. Sammanfattning 

De fem artiklarna som utgör grunden för denna doktorsavhandling behandlar 

relationen mellan animism(er) och materiell kultur samt hur den västerländska 

modernistiska och postmodernistiska sekulära verklighetsuppfattningen har 

kommit att forma en förståelse av denna relation. Denna förståelse följer inte den 

animistiska logiken, det vill säga en rationell animation och subjektifiering av det 

icke-mänskliga som existerar i många etnografiska material och dess kontexter. 

Denna västerländska modernistiska och postmodernistiska sekulära verklig-

hetsuppfattning har formats som ett resultat av den antika grekisk-romerska fi-

losofin, vidare genom renässansen och upplysningstiden, och slutligen in i mo-

derniteten och postmoderniteten. Den grundar sig på ett representationalistiskt 

och liberalistiskt antagande: det finns en enda värld uppdelad i natur och kultur, 

som människor tolkar och representerar genom kategorier, begrepp och symbo-

ler. Denna enda värld är grundad i antropocentrism och upprätthålls av en carte-

siansk dualism, genom vilken människan skiljs från naturen. En natur fri att ut-

nyttjas av människan, där mening betraktas som en produkt av mänskligt tän-

kande, språk och handling.  

Denna tanketradition och dess ontologiska och epistemologiska premisser 

grundar sig främst på fyra filosofiska nyckelkoncept: antropocentrism, hylemorfism, 

cartesiansk dualism och representationalism (den sista nämnda innefattar även tran-

scendentalism, i motsats till immanentism). Andra verklighetsuppfattningar, 

grundade på andra ontologiska och epistemologiska premisser, betraktas som 

misslyckade ontologier och epistemologier, ansedda som felaktiga, medan den 

västerländska moderna och postmoderna sekulära ontologin betraktas som den 

sanna och slutgiltiga verkligheten (se Bird-David, 1999). 

Avhandlingens övergripande syfte är tredelat. Det första syftet är att studera 

relationen mellan animismer, vilka återfinns i de etnohistoriska och etnografiska 

materialen, och materiell kultur bland tidigmoderna och samtida animistiska jä-

gar-samlare och renpastoralister i nordvästra Sibirien och Uralbergen. Genom 

studier av etnohistoriskt och etnografiskt material (primärt och sekundärt) från 

cirka 1500-talet till nutid ämnar studien identifiera återkommande mönster som 

sedan används för att dekonstruera och tänka om arkeologiska tolkningar av jä-

gar-samlares ontologiska förståelse av verkligheten. Tidigare tolkningar av arke-
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ologiska material har formats av västerländska förutfattade meningar genom ar-

keologins olika paradigm (kulturhistorisk arkeologi, processuell arkeologi och 

postprocessuell arkeologi), vilket har resulterat i att förhistoriska jägar-samlares 

ontologier har ansetts bygga på västerländska teoretiska premisser, i kombination 

med att de delar av de förhistoriska ontologierna som motstrider de sekulära väs-

terländska premisserna förstås som felaktiga ontologier och epistemologier. Där-

med legitimeras den västerländska modernistiska och postmoderna sekulära on-

tologin och behandlas som universell över såväl tid som rum.  

Det andra syftet är att på ett teoretiskt och metodologiskt plan bidra med 

kunskap om användningen av etnografiska analogier i relation till samtida ny-

animistisk och relationell arkeologi, i syfte att förhindra att förhistoriska jägar-

samlare förstås utifrån dessa västerländska förutfattade ontologiska premisser.  

Det tredje och sista syftet är att utifrån resultaten från de fem artiklarna föreslå 

centrala begrepp inom den animistiska logiken som bör betonas i arkeologisk 

teori och tolkning, särskilt i studier av förhistoriska jägar-samlare. För att uppfylla 

dessa syften behandlar studien följande frågeställningar: 

• Vilka är de centrala begreppen i de animismer som återfinns i de etnohi-

storiska och etnografiska materialen, och vilka slags materiella spår läm-

nar de efter sig för arkeologer att upptäcka? 

• Varför är dessa centrala begrepp viktiga för utvecklingen av arkeologisk 

teori och hur påverkar de tolkningar av förhistoriska relationer till såväl 

materiella som immateriella fenomen? 

• Och hur kan etnografiska analogier användas för att inkludera den anim-

istiska logiken i tolkningarna av förhistoriska jägar-samlare och deras 

olika ontologier? 

Artikel I: ’An ethnoarchaeology of ontologies. Animism(s) and the animation of 

fire among the northern Komi and tundra Nenets of Northwestern Eurasia’ 

(publicerad i Ethnographisch-Archaeologische Zeitschrift, vol. 59 (3)) föreslår en etno-

arkeologi med fokus på ontologi och ny-animism, där den animistiska logiken 

kan inkluderas i den arkeologiska analysen och på så sätt ifrågasätta de väster-

ländska filosofiska nyckelbegreppen som universella i tid och rum. 

Som fallstudie undersöker artikeln animeringen och subjektifieringen av eld 

bland de norra komigrupperna och tundranenserna i nordvästra Eurasien. Stu-

dien bygger dels på intervjuer med representanter för två komisamhällen (Izhma-

komi, renskötare, och Udorasa-komi, småskaliga jordbrukare och jägare), dels på 

urfolkskunskap som medforskare Anna Naglaya har bidragit med utifrån sin bak-

grund i en renskötarsläkt på Gydan-tundran. Detta material sätts även i relation 

till historisk och samtida etnografisk litteratur om både komier och neneter.  
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Resultaten visar att varken komier eller neneter upprätthåller en strikt åtskill-

nad mellan funktionella och rituella relationer till eld. Elden förstås som animerad 

och som ett subjekt som kräver omsorg och respekt, samtidigt som den fyller 

praktiska funktioner i vardagslivet. Eldens sprakande och beteende förstås som 

ett universellt språk inom vilket tecken och varningar kan fås, och dess hantering 

regleras av specifika regler. Denna sammanflätning av funktion och ritual står i 

kontrast till hur eld vanligen har behandlats inom arkeologin, där den antingen 

har tolkats funktionellt (inom kulturhistorisk och processuell arkeologi) eller som 

en symbol frånkopplad från sina materiella och praktiska dimensioner (inom 

postprocessuell arkeologi). 

Utifrån relationella och dekonstruktiva etnografiska analogier argumenterar 

artikeln för att förhistoriska jägare-samlare sannolikt förhöll sig till eld på ett lik-

nande sätt som komierna och nenetserna har gjort och delvis fortfarande gör, 

snarare än att enbart behandla den som ett redskap eller en symbol inom ett re-

presentationellt ramverk. Resonemanget illustreras med arkeologiska exempel 

som flintfynd i härdarna vid den paleolitiska boplatsen Pincevent, de avsiktligt 

brända keramikfigurerna vid Dolní Věstonice och skillnaden mellan mesolitiska 

skelett och kremationsgravar i norra Europa, där en inkludering av den animist-

iska logiken öppnar för tolkningar som annars vore svåra att se – i detta fall en 

animering och subjektifiering av både fynden av flint och keramikfigurerna, samt 

de relaterade eldarna. Skillnaderna i de mesolitiska gravskicken tolkas som ett 

resultat av skillnader i de mesolitiska animistiska ontologierna. 

Artikel II: ’Rethinking representation and animation. A visual ethnoarchaeology 

of material spirits in northwestern Siberia’ (publicerad i Currents Swedish Archaeol-

ogy, vol. 32: 135 – 158) tar sin utgångspunkt i en kritik av hur förhistoriska huma-

noida figuriner, tillverkade och använda av jägare-samlare under stenåldern, van-

ligtvis tolkats inom arkeologin. Utgångspunkten är att tolkningarna i stor ut-

sträckning vilar på de västerländska begreppen hylomorfism och ikonologi, vilka 

inkluderas som delar inom representationalism. Detta resulterar i att figurinerna 

behandlas som färdiga och statiska konstföremål, ofta lösryckta från sina arkeo-

logiska kontexter. Fokus har därmed legat på att identifiera vad figurinerna re-

presenterar snarare än på vad de faktiskt gör eller hur de användes av de männi-

skor som skapade dem.  

Artikeln kontrasterar detta mot hur historiska och samtida figuriner, ofta be-

nämnda "idoler" i etnografisk litteratur, tidigare har tolkats som produkter av 

animism, schamanism och totemism, förstådda som representationer av husgu-

dar, gudomligheter, förfäder eller totems i religiösa sammanhang. Genom att 

kombinera ny-animistisk teori, urfolkskunskap från medforskaren Anna Naglaya 

och visuell etnografisk analys undersöker artikeln humanoida figuriner ("idoler") 
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från nordvästra Sibirien, här benämnda som materiella andar och förfädersbilder, 

i deras egna animistiska ontologiska kontexter. 

Det empiriska materialet utgörs av visuellt etnografiskt material från nord-

västra Sibirien från cirka 1600-talet till idag, med fokus på tundranenserna och 

deras materiella andar (N. Khekhe/Syadei), samt jämförande material från grann-

urfolk som skogsnenetser, enetser, nganasaner, sel’kuper och ketter. Materialet 

inkluderar illustrationer, historiska fotografier och en kort, tidigare opublicerad, 

videoinspelning som visar en nenetsisk renskötare som delar en måltid med sina 

förfädersbilder i sitt läger. 

Analysen identifierar sex typer av materiella andar bland nordvästra Sibiriens 

animister: mästarandar vid heliga platser; mindre träpinnesandar som assisterar 

mästarandarna; förfädersbilder som förvaras i lägren och bistår i vardagliga syss-

lor; en tygande som är specifikt kopplad till kvinnors arbete bland nenetserna; 

utskurna trädandar bland selkuper och ketter; samt obearbetade materiella andar, 

såsom stenar och kvistar, som vistats en längre tid på heliga platser. Genomgå-

ende visar materialet att dessa andar inte uppfattas som representationer av en 

gud eller en idé hos skaparen, utan som levande subjekt och relationella varelser 

knutna till den omgivande miljön. 

Utifrån denna analys argumenterar artikeln för att hylomorfism och ikonologi 

är otillräckliga och missvisande ramverk för att förstå dessa materiella andar och 

att detsamma sannolikt gäller för förhistoriska humanoida figuriner. Istället före-

slås att sådana figuriner bör förstås som ekologiska, materiella och immateriella 

relationer, inbäddade i ett sammanhang där allt i miljön, inte bara människor och 

djur, har potential att vara animerat och subjektifierat. Artikeln ifrågasätter även 

den vedertagna uppdelningen mellan "portabel konst" och ”parietal konst” och 

föreslår att denna dikotomi är mindre användbar när den animistiska logiken in-

tegreras i tolkningen av förhistoriska bilder och dess kontexter – inklusive vilket 

material de är gjorda av och de immateriella kontexterna de kan frammana, vilket 

behöver beaktas i högre grad än vad som traditionellt har gjorts. 

Artikel III: ’An archaeology of non-shaman animists: Rethinking archaeological 

traces of shamans and shamanism(s) through the ethnography and archaeology 

of Siberian animism’ (under granskning i Shaman) tar sin utgångspunkt i en kritik 

av hur arkeologin traditionellt har spårat och identifierat förhistoriska schamaner 

och schamanism. Utgångspunkten är att forskare inom historisk och samtida 

schamanism ofta hänvisar till ett ursprung under den yngre paleolitiska stenål-

dern, en slutsats som i sin tur bygger på arkeologiska studier med etnografiska 

analogier som metod. Detta skapar ett cirkelresonemang där arkeologiskt 

material tolkas utifrån etnografiska studier av schamanism, vilka i sin tur hänvisar 

tillbaka till arkeologin för att belägga schamanismens djupa historiska rötter – 
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utan att det arkeologiska materialet egentligen tillför något utöver den etnografi 

som redan finns. Ett grundläggande problem är också att lägga till ändelsen "-

ism" på schaman, eftersom det implicerar ett enhetligt, igenkännbart system, vil-

ket inte återspeglar den komplexitet och variation som finns inom den etnogra-

fiskt dokumenterade schamanismen. 

För att undersöka detta problem diskuterar artikeln relationen mellan anim-

ism och schamanism och argumenterar för att schamanism bäst förstås som en 

uppsättning praktiker som vilar på animistiska ontologiska grunder, snarare än 

som en egen ontologi vid sidan av animismen. Detta illustreras bland annat ge-

nom Tim Ingolds (2011a) och Morten A. Pedersens (2001) definitioner av anim-

istisk och totemistisk ontologi samt genom etnografiska exempel från tundrane-

netser, där schamanistisk och totemistisk kunskap och praktiker visar sig vara 

integrerade i en bredare animistisk relation till den icke-mänskliga omvärlden. 

Som empirisk grund jämförs förhistoriska gravar som tolkats som schaman-

gravar, bland annat Lady of Saint-Germain-la-Rivière, Brno II-graven och 

schamankvinnan från Bad Dürrenberg, med gravmaterial från 1800-talets anim-

istiska gravfält vid nedre Ob-floden i nordvästra Sibirien, ursprungligen grävt ut 

av Daniil Jánovitj 1909 och senare sammanställt av Olga Murasjko och Nikolaj 

Krenke.  

Tack vare bevarade fältanteckningar och etnografiska intervjuer kunde flera 

av de begravda individerna vid dessa gravfält identifieras som schamaner med 

namn och funktion – vilket ger möjlighet att jämföra faktiska schamangravar med 

gravar tillhörande "vanliga" animister. 

Resultatet visar att inget av de gravseder eller fyndkategorier som brukar an-

vändas för att identifiera förhistoriska schamangravar, såsom ovanliga kroppspo-

sitioner, stora mängder eller exklusiva gravgåvor, förekomst av ren- eller hjort-

horn, "andehjälpare" eller ”idoler”, respektive fysiska sjukdomstecken, på ett till-

förlitligt sätt kan skilja schamangravar från gravar tillhörande icke-schamanska 

animister. 

Utifrån denna jämförelse drar artikeln slutsatsen att det möjligen fanns scha-

maner och schamanistiska praktiker redan under paleolitikum och mesolitikum, 

men att det med nuvarande metoder är närmast omöjligt att särskilja dem från 

övriga animister i det arkeologiska materialet. Artikeln föreslår därför att arkeo-

login bör vända perspektivet: i stället för att först leta efter schamanen bör forsk-

ningen utgå från att förstå stenålderns animismer, animationer och subjektifie-

ring, och först därefter, om avvikande mönster identifieras inom denna animist-

iska helhet, diskutera om dessa kan spegla schamanistiska särdrag – särdrag som 

i så fall bygger på animistiska premisser. 
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Artikel IV: ’An ethnohistory of souls and violence: On the animation of humans 

among the recent past animists of northwestern Siberia and animism in hunter-

gatherer archaeology’ (publicerad i antologin, Warming, R. F. (ed.) Violence and 

Warfare in Social Context. Archaeological and Historical Studies. Stockholm: Stockholm 

University & Södertörn University) tar sin utgångspunkt i en kritik av hur den 

ny-animistiska teoribildningen inom antropologi och arkeologi, trots sina viktiga 

bidrag till förståelsen av animism och människa–djur-relationer, tenderar att be-

handla animationen och subjektifiering av människor som om det fungerade på 

samma sätt oavsett ontologiska och kulturella skillnader. Utgångspunkten är att 

detta ensidiga fokus på icke-antropocentrism – där tyngdpunkten har lagts på 

animeringen av det icke-mänskliga – har lett till att subjektifieringen av andra 

människor, särskilt "de Andra", i stor utsträckning har förbisetts inom arkeolo-

gin. Detta hänger samman med en bredare tendens att, i linje med Rousseaus 

föreställning om "den ädle vilden", framställa förhistoriska jägare-samlares anim-

istiska ontologier som fredliga och harmoniska, en förenkling som säger emot 

vad etnografiskt och etnohistoriskt material visar. 

Utifrån detta problem undersöker antologikapitlet animeringen och subjekfi-

eringen av människor och deras koppling till rättfärdigandet av våld och krigfö-

ring bland 1600–1900-talens animister i nordvästra Sibirien, med fokus på nenet-

ser, nganasaner, enetser, chanter, mansier, sel’kuper och ketter. Genomgången 

visar att dessa urfolksgrupper, till skillnad från den västerländska föreställningen 

om en själ per individ, tillskriver människor flera olika själar – exempelvis skugg-

själ, fågelsjäl, drömsjäl, andningssjäl och styrkesjäl bland chanterna och livs- och 

skuggsjälar bland neneterna – som alla utgör materiella och immateriella förläng-

ningar av kroppen snarare än en separat, immateriell essens, eftersom dessa själar 

delas med icke-mänskliga djur och föremål. 

Centralt i antologikapitlet är att visa hur animeringen och subjektifieringen av 

"den Andre" skiljer sig från animeringen och subjektifieringen av den egna grup-

pens medlemmar. Genom exempel från Viveiros de Castro (1998) och Descola 

(2013) visas att frågan om vem som historiskt sett räknas som fullt mänsklig inte 

har handlat om huruvida den andre har en kropp, utan om huruvida dennes 

kropp och materiell kultur (kläder, vapen, språk, bostäder) motsvarar ens egna. 

Det etnohistoriska materialet från nordvästra Sibirien visar att krig och våld mel-

lan klaner och urfolkgrupper – motiverade av territorium, kvinnostöld, religion 

och stöld av renar – var en integrerad del av dessa animistiska ontologier, inte en 

avvikelse från dem. Att döda en fiende sågs inte enbart som att ha ihjäl en mate-

riell kropp, utan som en process av att skilja flera själar från den relaterade krop-

pen och föremål, vilket kunde skapa farliga, hämndlystna andar. Detta förklarar 

seder som skalpering, halshuggning och långsamt dödande för att ge själarna tid 
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att lämna kroppen, samt bruket av skyddande andebilder, vassa föremål och he-

liga vapen (till exempel kopparpilar) som skydd mot både materiella och imma-

teriella hot. 

Utifrån denna analys argumenterar antologikapitlet för att de västerländska 

dikotomierna människa/icke-människa, liv/död och materiellt/immateriellt inte 

kan tas för givna som universella över tid och rum. Kategorin "människa" är 

flytande snarare än fast och avgörs av delad ontologi, kulturella uttryck och ma-

teriell kultur snarare än enbart biologi och arttillhörighet. Detta får konsekvenser 

för hur arkeologer bör tolka våldsspår hos förhistoriska jägare-samlare – till ex-

empel projektiler i kroppar, eventuella spår av kannibalism eller de uppsatta kra-

nierna vid den mesolitiska boplatsen Kanaljorden i Motala – där sådana spår po-

tentiellt kan spegla en ontologisk uppfattning om att offren inte betraktades som 

fullt mänskliga, snarare än att spegla enbart konflikt i modern mening. 

 

Artikel V: ’Beyond human kinship. A Siberian perspective on the Mesolithic and 

Neolithic imagery among the hunter-gatherers of the Baltic Sea’ (publicerad i 

Hunter Gatherer Research (Ahead of print)), tar sin utgångspunkt i en kritik av hur 

tolkningar av mesolitisk och neolitisk bildkonst ("parietal konst" och "portabel 

konst") kring Östersjön som regel vilar på begreppen hylomorfism, ikonologi 

och transcendentalism. Utgångspunkten är att det framväxande forskningsfältet 

människa–djur-relationer inom arkeologin visserligen har bidragit till förståelsen 

av hur förhistoriska jägare-samlare relaterade till icke-mänskliga djur som subjekt 

snarare än enbart som ekonomiska resurser, men att en icke-representationell 

förståelse av människa–djur-släktskap i stor utsträckning har förbisetts – ett fe-

nomen som kan identifieras genom etnografiska studier av historiska och samtida 

jägare-samlare och pastoralister. 

Utifrån detta problem undersöker artikeln, med relationella och dekonstruk-

tiva etnografiska analogier från nordvästra Sibirien och ett teoretiskt ramverk 

hämtat från ny-animism, huruvida icke-representationella människa–djur-släkt-

skaprelationer kan identifieras i det arkeologiska materialet från Östersjöns meso-

litiska och neolitiska jägare-samlare. Genomgången utgår särskilt från chanternas 

relation till björnen, som intar en position som "skogens herre" och sändebud åt 

guden Torum, samt motsvarande relationer mellan nenetser, enetser och nga-

nasaner och djur som varg, ren, trana, örn och korp. Dessa relationer beskrivs 

som totemistiska släktband, baserade på animistiska premisser, mellan specifika 

klaner och djurarter, där djuret betraktas som en släkting snarare än en symbol. 

Centralt i artikeln är utvecklingen av metoden: en ikonografi av immanentism. Ge-

nom exempel som chanternas ristningar av björnbilder i cederträd, där bilden 

förstås vara en del av björnens immateriella fortlevnad och reinkarnation snarare 

än en avbildning, visas att bilden och det materiella varat inte utgör en dikotomi. 
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Metoden innebär att bildframställningar av djur inte ska tolkas som representat-

ioner av en immateriell idé i skaparens, ofta benämnd som konstnär, medvetande, 

utan som direkta korrespondenser med djuret och gudarna. 

Genom att tillämpa detta perspektiv och dessa metoder på det arkeologiska 

materialet argumenterar artikeln för att skilda djurarter under olika perioder och 

i olika regioner kring Östersjön intog positionen som överlägsna varelser inom 

lokala animismer: vildren dominerade bland de första jägarna i norr, älgens bety-

delse växte i takt med dess migration norrut och blev alltmer central från cirka 

7000 f.Kr., medan kronhjort intog motsvarande position längre söderut i Skan-

dinavien. Sjöfågel framträder som betydelsefull kring Onegasjön, medan säl, trots 

sin närvaro i materialet, främst argumenteras för att ha haft en ekonomisk snarare 

än en totemistisk innebörd. Under neolitikum identifieras dessutom hybrida 

människo-säl-bilder i södra Östersjöområdet, vilka tolkas som en flytande gräns 

mellan mänskligt och icke-mänskligt snarare än som en specifikt sälfokuserad 

animism. 

Utifrån denna analys argumenterar artikeln för att de västerländska dikotomi-

erna mellan bild och materiell vara samt mellan symbol och verklighet inte kan 

tas för givna som universella över tid och rum. Kategorin överlägsen varelse var 

regionalt och tidsmässigt föränderlig snarare än fast och formades av lokala re-

lationer mellan människor och deras icke-mänskliga medvarelser snarare än en-

bart av ekologiska resurser (till exempel bytesdjur). Detta får konsekvenser för 

hur arkeologer bör tolka figurativt bildbruk hos förhistoriska jägare-samlare, där 

sådana bilder potentiellt speglar totemistiska släktrelationer, vilka bygger på 

animistiska premisser, mellan människor och specifika djurarter, snarare än att 

enbart avspegla estetiska eller symboliska uttryck i modern mening eller som ett 

symboliskt uttryck inom missuppfattade totemistiska ontologier och epistemolo-

gier. 

Övergripande slutsatser 

Sammantaget visar avhandlingens artiklar på behovet av att holistiskt integrera 

den animistiska logiken, genom ny-animistiska teoribildningar, i arkeologisk och 

etnoarkeologisk forskning om förhistoriska jägare-samlare och pastoralister. Ge-

nomgående argumenteras det för att tolkningsfokus bör förflyttas från represen-

tation till animation och att förhistoriska uttryck och relationer bör förstås genom 

att ta hänsyn till komplexiteten i animeringen och subjektifieringen av såväl män-

niskor, inklusive "den Andre", som icke-mänskliga djur, föremål och fenomen. 

En återkommande kritik är därmed att undvika att oreflekterat reproducera den 

västerländska ontologin som universell i tid och rum och i stället öppna för en 
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mer mångfacetterad förståelse av såväl samtida, historiska som förhistoriska 

animistiska ontologier, fenomen och praktiker. 

Baserat på resultaten från de fem artiklarna är den övergripande slutsatsen att 

det inte handlar om att identifiera animism i det arkeologiska materialet utifrån 

exempelvis specifika artefakttyper eller gravskick, utan om att erkänna den anim-

istiska logiken som en teoretisk och metodologisk premiss. De paleolitiska, meso-

litiska och neolitiska jägar-samlarnas ontologier var någon form av animism som 

följde en animistisk logik vilken var rimlig och rationell just för dessa animister 

vars material står i fokus för analysen (artikel I–V). Att det rör sig om animistiska 

ontologier och tillhörande epistemologier – i linje med de synkretiska animistiska 

ontologierna hos jägare och renpastoralister i Uralbergen och nordvästra Sibirien 

– framstår som mer sannolikt än att det skulle handla om ontologier som liknar 

den västerländska modernistiska och postmodernistiska ontologin och epistemo-

login, med dess implicita kapitalistiska och nyliberala antaganden. 

Argumentet bygger på att likheter i nomadism eller seminomadism, ekonomi 

(delvis för pastoralister) samt likartade miljöer skapar liknande ontologiska pre-

misser för relationerna till omgivningen och till de icke-mänskliga djuren, före-

målen och entiteterna som människan delar denna miljö med. 

Genom ontologisk etnoarkeologi och antropologisk arkeologi – med meto-

derna relationella och dekonstruktiva analogier – har jag visat att studiet av pri-

märt och sekundärt etnografiskt material kan fungera för arkeologer på samma 

sätt som för etnografer och antropologer som tillämpar den ontologiska vändningen 

(Holbraad och Pedersen, 2017); det vill säga att det etnografiska materialet avslö-

jar fenomen för etnografen som var otänkbara för dem innan de utförde den 

etnografiska forskningen. Etnografi, för antropologen, blir, på samma sätt som 

etnografiska analogier gör för arkeologerna, ett sätt "att skapa förutsättningar för 

nya tankar" (Strathern, 1988, s. 20; se även: Holbraad och Pedersen, 2017, s. 4, 

artikel I–V). Det här är tankar som får arkeologer att inte bara ompröva möjlig-

heten till nya tolkningar av material utan även fråga sig: om dessa premisser om 

animering och subjektivering tillämpas i fält och vid utgrävning, vad mer kan 

påträffas som man ännu inte kan föreställa sig? 

Utifrån denna teoretiska och metodologiska ingång, och baserat på resultaten 

i artiklarna (I–V), definierar jag animism(er) enligt följande: Animismer är onto-

logier, inklusive epistemologier, av olika slag där animeringen och subjektifie-

ringen av det mänskliga såväl som det icke-mänskliga utgör den rationella logiken 

för att uppfatta verkligheten och omgivningen – en logik som genomsyrar alla 

relationer, med både det materiella och det immateriella, det mänskliga och det 

icke-mänskliga, och som inte är begränsad till religionens eller ritualens sfär. 

Animation och subjektifiering är de centrala begreppen som definitionen vilar 

på, men de ska förstås som immanenta begrepp – det vill säga att animeringen 
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och subjektifieringen inom dessa ontologier varken faller inom representational-

ism eller transcendentalism, utan utgör delar av relationen animisten har med sin 

omgivning samt med icke-mänskliga djur, föremål och entiteter som animisten 

delar sin omgivning med. 

De immanenta praktikerna animation och subjektifiering, så som de framträ-

der i det etnografiska materialet, är därför betydelsefulla för arkeologisk teori- 

och metodutveckling. De vidgar diskussionen till den icke-binära relationen mel-

lan material och immateriellt, snarare än att avsluta den med det vaga begreppet 

icke-mänskligt eller mer-än-mänskligt agens – oberoende av vilka ontologiska 

premisser som faktiskt styr uppfattningen av verkligheten. 
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6. Резюме 

Пять статей, составляющих основу настоящей диссертации, посвя-

щены отношениям между анимизмом (в разных его аспектах) и мате-

риальной культурой, а также тому, как западное — модернистское и 

постмодернистское — секулярное понимание реальности форми-

рует наше понимание этих отношений. Это понимание не следует 

собственной логике анимизма, заключающейся в рационализирую-

щем одушевлении и субъективации не-человеческого и прослежива-

ющейся в этноисторических и этнографических материалах и их 

контекстах. 

Это западное модернистское и постмодернистское секулярное по-

нимание реальности исходно сложилось в рамках античной греко-

римской философии, продолжилось в эпоху Возрождения и Про-

свещения и, наконец, сформировалось в его современном виде в 

эпоху модерна и постмодерна. В его основе лежит следующая репре-

зентационалистская и либералистская посылка: существует единый 

мир, в котором противопоставлены природа и культура, мир, кото-

рый люди истолковывают и представляют себе с помощью катего-

рий, понятий и символов. Этот единый мир антропоцентричен, 

взгляд на него опирается на картезианский дуализм, отделяющий че-

ловека от природы — природы, которую человек волен эксплуати-

ровать, — и трактует порождение смыслов как продукт человече-

ского мышления и языка. 

Эта интеллектуальная традиция и её онтологические и эпистемо-

логические посылки основываются прежде всего на четырёх ключе-

вых философских понятиях: антропоцентризм, гилеморфизм, картезиан-

ский дуализм и репрезентационализм (последний охватывает также транс-

цендентализм, противопоставленный имманентизму). Иные спо-

собы понимания реальности, опирающиеся на иные онтологические 

и эпистемологические посылки, рассматриваются как несостоятель-

ные онтологии и эпистемологии и признаются ошибочными, тогда 
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как западная модерная и постмодерная секулярная онтология счита-

ется истинной и соответствующей реальности (см.: Bird-David, 1999). 

Предлагаемая диссертация преследует три основные цели. Во-

первых, в нашем исследовании рассматриваются отношения между 

различными аспектами анимизма, зафиксированными в этноистори-

ческом и этнографическом материале, и материальной культурой 

охотников-собирателей и охотников-оленеводов Северо-Западной 

Сибири и Урала. Опираясь на этноисторические и этнографические 

материалы по этим обществам, обнимающие период с начала XVI в. 

до наших дней, мы стремимся выявить устойчивые закономерности, 

позволяющие проанализировать и переосмыслить различные архео-

логические интерпретации обществ охотников-собирателей и их 

способы восприятия реальности. В большинстве парадигм археоло-

гической науки существующие интерпретации до сих пор формиро-

вались на основе западных представлений, результатом чего явились 

вестернизация онтологий доисторических обществ охотников-соби-

рателей и привычка исследователей рассматривать их как универ-

сальные во времени и пространстве. 

Во-вторых, в нашем исследовании мы стремимся внести опреде-

лённый теоретико-методологической вклад в области применения 

этнографических аналогий в контексте современной новой аними-

стической и реляционной археологии, с тем чтобы предотвратить 

искажение картины прошлого в условиях некритического принятия 

заранее заданных понятий, выработанных западной объяснительной 

традицией. 

В-третьих, опираясь на результаты пяти статей, составляющих ос-

новной корпус диссертации, мы ставим целью предложить ряд клю-

чевых понятий внутри собственной логики анимизма, которая 

должна быть особым образом акцентуирована в археологических 

теориях и интерпретациях, главным образом применительно к рас-

смотрению доисторических обществ охотников-собирателей. 

Для достижения этих целей в работе ставятся следующие иссле-

довательские вопросы. 

 

• Каковы ключевые понятия анимизма/анимизмов, обнаружи-

ваемые в этноисторическом и этнографичесом материале, и 
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какого рода материальные следы, доступные фиксации архео-

логическими средствами, они оставляют? 

• Почему эти ключевые понятия столь важны для развития ар-

хеологических теорий и как они влияют на наши интерпре-

тации материальных и нематериальных феноменов про-

шлого? 

• Каким образом этнографические аналогии могут быть ис-

пользованы для включения собственной логики анимизма в 

различные интерпретации обществ доисторических охотни-

ков-собирателей и их онтологий?  

Статья I: В статье «An ethnoarchaeology of ontologies. Animism(s) and 

the animation of fire among the northern Komi and tundra Nenets of 

Northwestern Eurasia» («Этноархеология онтологий. Анимизм(ы) и 

одушевление огня у северных коми и тундренных ненцев Северо-За-

падной Евразии») предложена этноархеологическая концепция, фо-

кусирующаяся на онтологии и новом анимизме. Эта концепция 

предусматривает включение собственной логики анимизма в архео-

логический анализ и ставит под вопрос универсальность ключевых 

западных философских понятий во времени и пространстве. 

В качестве кейса в статье рассмотрены одушевление и субъектива-

ция огня у северных групп коми и тундренных ненцев Северо-Запад-

ной Евразии. Исследование опирается на интервью с представите-

лями двух сообществ коми (ижемских коми-оленеводов и удорских 

коми — мелких земледельцев и охотников) и на традиционные зна-

ния и представления, предоставленные соавтором (Анной Наглой), 

происходящей из оленеводческой семьи, кочующей в Гыданской 

тундре. Материал рассмотрен в соотнесении с данными письменных 

источников и современной этнографической литературой о коми и 

ненцах. 

Результаты проведённого анализа показывают, что ни коми, ни 

ненцы не проводят строгого различия между функциональными и 

ритуальными аспектами отношений с огнём. Огонь понимается и как 

нечто одушевлённое, и как субъект, требующий заботы и уважения, 

выполняя при этом практические функции в повседневной жизни. 

Треск и поведение огня понимаются как принадлежность универ-
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сального языка, в котором можно «считать» знаки и предостереже-

ния, а обращение с огнём регулируется особыми правилами. Такое 

переплетение функционального и ритуального контрастирует с тем, 

как огонь обычно трактуется в археологии, где его рассматривают 

либо функционально (в рамках культурно-исторической и процес-

суальной археологии), либо как некоторый символ, оторванный от 

своих материальных и практических измерений (в рамках постпро-

цессуальной археологии). 

Опираясь на реляционные и деконструктивные этнографические 

аналогии, в статье обоснована точка зрения, согласно которой дои-

сторические охотники-собиратели, вероятно, относились к огню 

сходным образом с тем, как в недавнем прошлом к огню относились 

— и отчасти до сих пор относятся — коми и ненцы, не рассматривая 

его только как орудие или только как символ (в рамках репрезента-

ционалистского объяснения). Этот тезис проиллюстрирован рядом 

археологических примеров: находками кремня в очагах палеолити-

ческой стоянки Пенсеван (Pincevent), намеренно обожжёнными ке-

рамическими фигурками в Дольни-Вестонице (Dolní Věstonice), а 

также различием между мезолитическими трупоположениями и по-

гребениями по обряду кремации в Северной Европе. Во всех этих 

примерах включение собственной логики анимизма открывает пути 

интерпретации, которые иным образом трудноразличимы: здесь это 

одушевление и субъективация кремня и керамических фигурок и свя-

занных с ними ритуальных жестов с участием огня. Различия в мезо-

литических погребальных обычаях интерпретируются как следствие 

различий между мезолитическими анимистическими онтологиями. 

 

Статья II: В статье «Rethinking representation and animation. A visual 

ethnoarchaeology of material spirits in northwestern Siberia» («Пере-

осмысляя репрезентацию и одушевление. Визуальная этноархеоло-

гия материальных духов Северо-Западной Сибири») в качестве от-

правной точки принимается критический взгляд на широко распро-

странённую в археологии интерпретацию доисторических антропо-

морфных фигурок, изготавливавшихся и использовавшихся 

охотниками-собирателями каменного века. Исходная посылка со-

стоит в том, что подобная интерпретация в значительной мере опи-
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раются на западные понятия гилеморфизма и иконологии, являю-

щиеся компонентами репрезентационализма. При таком подходе 

фигурки трактуются как завершённые статичные объекты искусства, 

нередко оторванные от своих археологических контекстов. Тем са-

мым внимание исследователя сосредотачивается на том, что эти фи-

гурки изображали, а не на том, как они функционировали в действи-

тельности и каким образом использовались своими создателями. 

Этот подход сопоставляется в статье с иным походом, при кото-

ром старинные и современные фигурки, часто именуемые в этногра-

фической литературе «идолами», обычно интерпретируются как 

проявления анимизма, шаманизма и тотемизма, понимаемые в каче-

стве изображений домашних богов, божеств, предков или тотемов в 

религиозных контекстах. Соединяя теорию нового анимизма, тради-

ционные знания и представления, предоставленные соавтором (Ан-

ной Наглой), и визуальный этнографический анализ, мы рассматри-

ваем антропоморфные фигурки («идолов») Северо-Западной Си-

бири, называемые нами материальными духами и изображениями предков, 

в их собственных анимистических онтологических контекстах. 

Эмпирическую основу этой части исследования составляет визу-

альный этнографический материал Северо-Западной Сибири с XVII 

в. до наших дней — с акцентом на тундренных ненцах и их матери-

альных духах (ненецк. хэхэ и сядэй), а также сравнительный материал 

по соседним коренным народам (лесных ненцам, энцам, нганасанам, 

селькупам и кетам). Это рисунки, старые фотографии и короткая не 

публиковавшаяся ранее видеозапись, на которой ненецкий оленевод 

делит трапезу в стойбище со своими духами-предками. 

Наш анализ позволил выделить шесть типов материальных духов 

у анимистов Северо-Западной Сибири: (1) духи-хозяева святилищ; 

(2) меньшие духи в виде деревянных палочек, помогающие духам-

хозяевам; (3) изображения предков, хранимые в стойбищах и помо-

гающие в повседневных делах; (4) фигурки из ткани, относящиеся у 

ненцев к сфере женского труда; (5) духи, вырезанные на деревьях (у 

селькупов и кетов); (6) необработанные материальные духи — камни 

и ветки, долговременно пребывающие на святилищах. Собранный 

материал во всех случаях показывает, что эти духи воспринимаются 
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не как изображения божества или некие носители замысла их созда-

телей, а как живые субъекты и реляционные сущности, связанные с 

окружающей их средой. 

На основании проведённого анализа можно утверждать, что гиле-

морфизм и иконология — не вполне адекватные и даже вводящие в 

заблуждение подходы к пониманию этих материальных духов и что 

сказанное, по всей видимости, справедливо и для доисторических ан-

тропоморфных фигурок. Вместо этого мы предлагаем рассматривать 

такие фигурки как экологические — материальные и нематериаль-

ные — отношения, встроенные в некоторый контекст, где все эле-

менты окружающей среды — люди и животные — потенциально яв-

ляются одушевлёнными и субъективированными. 

В статье также ставится под вопрос устоявшееся деление на 

portable art (искусство малых форм) и parietal art (монументальное ис-

кусство): эта дихотомия оказывается менее полезной, когда собствен-

ная анимистическая логика включается в интерпретацию доистори-

ческих изображений и их контекстов, а также при анализе материала, 

из которого эти изображения сделаны, и чувственного восприятия, 

которые эти изображения способны были породить. Всем этим ас-

пектам следует уделять намного большее внимание, чем этот дела-

лось до сих пор. 

Статья III: В статье «An archaeology of non-shaman animists: 

Rethinking archaeological traces of shamans and shamanism(s) through 

the ethnography and archaeology of Siberian animism» («Археология 

анимистов-нешаманов: переосмысление археологических следов 

шаманов и шаманизма/шаманизмов при помощи этнографии и ар-

хеологии сибирского анимизма»] в качестве отправной точки пред-

лагается критический взгляд на практику того, как в археологии 

обычно прослеживаются и идентифицируются доисторические ша-

маны и шаманизм. Исходная посылка состоит в том, что исследова-

тели древнего и современного шаманизма часто предполагают его 

верхнепалеолитические истоки, — но этот вывод опирается на ар-

хеологические работы, использующие этнографические аналогии в 

качестве метода. Возникает круг в аргументации: археологический 

материал интерпретируется на основании этнографических данных 
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о шаманизме, которые, в свою очередь, отсылают обратно к архео-

логии, чтобы обосновать глубокие исторические корни шаманизма; 

в действительности сам по себе археологический материал не добав-

ляет ничего нового сверх того, что уже имеется в этнографии. Ещё 

одна ключевая проблема, затрагиваемая в статье — прибавление к 

термину шаман суффикса -изм, что подразумевает единообразную и 

хорошо опознаваемую систему, но не отражает сложности и вариа-

бельности этнографически документированных разновидностей ша-

манизма. 

Чтобы исследовать эту проблему, мы обсуждаем соотношение 

анимизма и шаманизма и обосновываем взгляд, согласно которому 

шаманизм может быть наилучшим образом понят скорее как сово-

купность практик, опирающихся на анимистические онтологические 

основания, нежели как самостоятельная онтология, однопорядковая 

анимизму. Это иллюстрируется, среди прочего, определениями ани-

мистической и тотемистической онтологии, принадлежащими Тиму 

Ингольду (2011b) и Мортену А. Педерсену (2001), а также этнографи-

ческими примерами по тундренным ненцам, у которых шаманские и 

тотемистические знания и практики оказываются встроены в более 

широкое анимистическое отношение к не-человеческому окружаю-

щему миру. 

В качестве эмпирической базы в статье использованы доистори-

ческие погребения, интерпретируемые как погребения шаманов, — 

в том числе женщина из Сен-Жермен-ла-Ривьер (Saint-Germain-la-

Rivière), погребение Брно II и шаманка из Бад-Дюрренберга (Bad 

Dürrenberg). Эти комплексы сопоставляются с погребальными мате-

риалами анимистического могильника XIX в. в низовьях Оби в Се-

веро-Западной Сибири, раскопанного Д. Т. Яновичем в 1909 г. и 

позднее обработанного О. А. Мурашко и Н. А. Кренке.  

Благодаря сохранившимся полевым записям и этнографическим 

интервью, нескольких погребённых на этих могильниках удалось 

идентифицировать как шаманов (по именам лиц и их социальной 

функции), что позволило сопоставить действительные шаманские 

погребения с погребениями «рядовых» анимистов. 

Полученные результаты показывают, что ни один из погребаль-

ных обычаев и ни одна из категорий находок, обычно используемых 

для идентификации доисторических шаманских погребений (такие 
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как необычные позы погребённых, обилие или исключительный ха-

рактер погребального инвентаря, наличие рогов северного или бла-

городного оленя, «духов-помощников» или «идолов», физические 

признаки болезней погребённых), не позволяет надёжно отличить 

шаманские погребения от погребений анимистов-нешаманов. 

На основании этого сопоставления в статье делается вывод, что 

шаманы и шаманские практики могли существовать уже в палеолите 

и мезолите, но доступные сейчас методы делают почти невозмож-

ным их выделение среди прочих погребённых. Поэтому мы предла-

гаем развернуть исследовательскую перспективу: вместо того чтобы 

сразу искать шаманов, следует исходить из общего понимания суще-

ственных аспектов анимизма, одушевления и субъективации в эпоху 

каменного века и лишь затем, по выявлении внутри этого анимисти-

ческого комплекса отклоняющихся закономерностей, можно обсуж-

дать, могут ли эти отклоняющиеся закономерности отражать шаман-

ские практики — практики, которые исходно следуют анимистиче-

ским предпосылкам. 

Статья IV: В статье «An ethnohistory of souls and violence: On the 

animation of humans among the recent past animists of northwestern 

Siberia and animism in hunter-gatherer archaeology» [«Этноистория душ 

и насилия: об одушевлении людей у недавних анимистов Северо-За-

падной Сибири и об анимизме в археологии охотников-собирате-

лей»] в качестве отправной точки предлагается критика такого поло-

жения дел, при котором новая анимистическая теория в антрополо-

гии и археологии (даже с учётом её важного вклада в понимание ани-

мизма и отношений людей и животных) склонна трактовать 

одушевление и субъективацию людей совершенно одинаково неза-

висимо от онтологических и культурных различий. Исходная по-

сылка состоит в том, что эта односторонная не-антропоцентрическая 

фокусировка, при которой внимание сосредотачивается на одушев-

лении не-человеческого, приводит к тому, что субъективация других 

людей, и прежде всего — Другого, в археологии оказалась во многом 

упущенной. Мы связываем это с более общей и созвучной руссоист-

скому представлению о «благородном дикаре» тенденцией изобра-
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жать анимистические онтологии доисторических охотников-собира-

телей мирными и гармоничными, — но это упрощение, противоре-

чащее конкретным этнографическим и этноисторическим данным. 

Исходя из этого, мы рассматриваем одушевление и субъектива-

цию людей и их связь с оправданием насилия и войны у анимистов 

Северо-Западной Сибири XVII–XIX вв., прежде всего у ненцев, нга-

насанов, энцев, хантов, манси, селькупов и кетов. Анализ показывает, 

что эти коренные народы, в отличие от западных представлений о 

наличии у человека одной души, приписывают человеку несколько 

разных душ. В частности, у хантов это душа-тень, душа-птица, душа-

сон, душа-дыхание и душа-сила, у ненцев — душа-жизнь и душа-

тень. Все эти души представляют собой не отдельную нематериаль-

ную сущность, а разные материальные и нематериальные продолже-

ния тела, поскольку эти души являются общими у человека с живот-

ными и предметами. 

Ключевое место в этой главе занимает демонстрация того, чем 

одушевление и субъективация Другого отличаются от одушевления и 

субъективации членов собственной группы. На примерах, опублико-

ванных в работах (Viveiros de Castro 1998) и (Descola 2013), показано, 

что вопрос о том, кого считали полноценным человеком, состоял не 

в том, есть ли у этого Другого тело, а в том, соответствуют ли это тело 

и материальная культура (одежда, оружие, язык, жилища) своим соб-

ственным. Этноисторический материал по народам Северо-Запад-

ной Сибири показывает, что войны и насилие между родами и от-

дельными группами населения, мотивированные территорией, умы-

канием невест, религией и кражей оленей, были неотъемлемой ча-

стью соответствующих анимистических онтологий, а не 

отклонением от них. Убийство врага мыслилось не просто как уни-

чтожение материального тела, а как процесс сепарирования несколь-

ких душ от соответствующих им тел и предметов, которые могли по-

родить опасных и мстительных духов. Этим объясняются такие обы-

чаи, как скальпирование, отсечение головы и медленное умерщвле-

ние, дающее душам время покинуть тело, а также использование 

охранительных изображений духов, острых предметов и священного 

оружия (например, медных стрел) для защиты от материальных и не-

материальных угроз. 
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На основании этого анализа мы утверждаем, что западные дихо-

томии человек/не-человек, жизнь/смерть, материальное/нематери-

альное нельзя без оговорок принимать как универсальные во вре-

мени и пространстве. Категория «человек» подвижна, а не фиксиро-

вана, и определяется она общностью онтологии, культурной репре-

зентации и материальной культуры, а не одной лишь биологией и 

видовой принадлежностью. Принятие этого вывода позволяет выска-

зать некоторые рекомендации касательно того, как археологам сле-

дует интерпретировать следы насилия у доисторических охотников-

собирателей. В качестве примеров мы приводим наконечники, 

найденные в человеческих телах, возможные следы каннибализма 

или намеренно уложенные черепа на мезолитическом памятнике Ка-

налъюрден в Мутале (Kanaljorden, Motala): такие следы потенци-

ально могут скорее отражать такой онтологический взгляд, при ко-

тором жертвы не считались полноценными людьми, нежели кон-

фликт в современном смысле. 

Статья V: В статье «Beyond human kinship. A Siberian perspective on 

the Mesolithic and Neolithic imagery among the hunter-gatherers of the 

Baltic Sea» [«За пределами человеческого родства. Сибирская пер-

спектива на мезолитические и неолитические изображения у охот-

ников-собирателей Балтики»] в качестве отправной точки предлага-

ется критика такого положения дел, при котором интерпретации ме-

золитических и неолитических изображений («монументального» и 

«мобильного искусства») в Балтийском регионе, как правило, исходят 

из представлений гилеморфизма, иконологии и трансцендента-

лизма. Исходная посылка состоит в том, что складывающееся в ар-

хеологии исследовательское направление, изучающее отношения 

людей и животных, значительно улучшило наше понимание того, 

что доисторические охотники-собиратели относились к животным 

как к субъектам, а не только как к экономическому ресурсу, но вместе 

с этим нерепрезентационалистское понимание родства людей и жи-

вотных осталось во многом упущенным. Однако этот феномен 

можно выявить при помощи этнографических исследований исто-

рических и современных охотников-собирателей и скотоводов. 
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Исходя из этой проблемы, мы используем реляционные и декон-

структивные этнографические аналогии из Северо-Западной Си-

бири и теоретическую рамку нового анимизма, чтобы проверить, 

можно ли выявить нерепрезентационалистские отношения родства 

людей и животных в археологическом материале мезолитических и 

неолитических охотников-собирателей региона Балтики. Наш ана-

лиз опирается прежде всего на данные об отношениях хантов к мед-

ведю, который занимает положение «хозяина леса» и посланника 

верховного бога Торума, а также на соответствующие отношения 

ненцев, энцев и нганасан к таким животным как волк, северный 

олень, журавль, орёл и ворон. Эти отношения описываются как то-

темистические родственные связи между конкретными родами и ви-

дами животных, исходящие из анимистической посылки, согласно 

которого животное считается родственником, а не символом. 

Центральное место в статье занимает разработка метода, который 

мы называем «иконографией имманентизма». На таких примерах как 

хантыйские резные изображения медведя на кедре, где сам образ по-

нимается как часть нематериального продолжения и реинкарнации 

медведя, а не как его изображение, мы показываем, что образ и мате-

риальная сущность не составляют дихотомии. Наш метод предпола-

гает, что изображения животных следует интерпретировать не как ре-

презентации нематериальных идей в сознании создателя, часто име-

нуемого художником, а как прямые соответствия животным и богам. 

Применяя эту точку зрения и соответствующий подход к археоло-

гическому материалу, мы стремимся доказать, что в разные периоды 

в разных районах Балтики статус высших существ в локальных вари-

антах анимизма занимали разные виды животных: у первых охотни-

ков на севере преобладал дикий северный олень; значение лося 

росло по мере его продвижения к северу, и примерно с начала VII 

тыс. до н. э. он становился всё более доминирующим; южнее, в Скан-

динавии, соответствующее положение занимал благородный олень. 

Водоплавающие птицы были значимы в районе Онежского озера, 

тогда как тюлень, также хорошо документированный в нашем мате-

риале, имел, как мы полагаем, прежде всего экономическое, а не то-

темное значение. В эпоху неолита в южной части Балтийского реги-

она выявлены также гибридные изображения человека-тюленя, кото-

рые должны быть интерпретированы скорее как подвижная граница 
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между человеком и не-человеком, нежели как специфически «тюле-

ний» анимизм. 

На основании этого анализа мы утверждаем, что западные дихо-

томии образ/ материальность и символ/реальность нельзя без ого-

ворок принимать как универсальные во времени и пространстве. Ка-

тегория высшего существа была регионально и хронологически из-

менчивой, а не фиксированной, и определялась локальными отно-

шениями между людьми и сосуществующими с ними животными, 

выступавшими не только в роли экологического ресурса и объекта 

промысла. Принятие этого вывода позволяет высказать некоторые 

рекомендации касательно того, как археологам следует интерпрети-

ровать фигуративные изображения у доисторических охотников-со-

бирателей. Такие изображения потенциально отражают тотемисти-

ческие родственные отношения между людьми и конкретными ви-

дами животных, исходящие из анимистических посылок, и не явля-

ются эстетическим или символическим выражением в современном 

смысле слова, — и тем более они не являются символическим выра-

жением внутри неверно понятых тотемистических онтологий и эпи-

стемологий. 

Общие выводы 

Взятые в совокупности, статьи диссертации демонстрируют необхо-

димость целостно интегрировать собственную анимистическую ло-

гику, поддержанную теоретическими достижениями нового ани-

мизма, в археологические и этноархеологические исследования дои-

сторических охотников-собирателей и оленеводов. Во всех статьях 

обосновывается взгляд, согласно которому интерпретационный фо-

кус должен сместиться с репрезентации на одушевление и что дои-

сторические формы экспрессии и отношений следует понимать с 

учётом всей сложности одушевления и субъективации как людей 

(включая Другого), так и животных, предметов и явлений. Сквозная 

линия критики заключается в том, что необходимо избегать нере-

флексивного воспроизводства западной философской онтологии 

как универсальной во времени и пространстве; вместо этого следует 
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искать пути более многогранного понимания современных, истори-

ческих и доисторических анимистических онтологий, явлений и 

практик. 

Исходя из результатов пяти статей, наш общий вывод состоит в 

следующем. Мы утверждаем, что задача заключается не в том, чтобы 

опознавать анимизм в археологическом материале — скажем, по 

определённым типам артефактов или погребальным обычаям, — а в 

том, чтобы признать собственную анимистическую логику теорети-

ческой и методологической предпосылкой исследования. Онтоло-

гии охотников-собирателей палеолита, мезолита и неолита пред-

ставляли собой некоторый вариант анимизма, следующие его соб-

ственной логике, — логике, которая была осмысленной и рациональ-

ной именно для тех анимистов, чей материал находится в фокусе 

анализа (статьи I–V). То, что исследуемые древние анимистические 

онтологии и связанные с ними эпистемологии были более созвучны 

синкретическим анимистическим онтологиям охотников и оленево-

дов Урала и Северо-Западной Сибири, представляется намного бо-

лее правдоподобным, чем то, что они походили на западную модер-

нистскую и постмодернистскую онтологию и эпистемологию с её 

имплицитными капиталистическими и неолиберальными пресуппо-

зициями. Этот аргумент явным образом опирается на идею, согласно 

которой сходство в кочевом или полукочевом образе жизни и в хо-

зяйственном укладе, а также сходство природной среды создают 

сходные онтологические предпосылки для отношений людей с окру-

жающей средой и с теми животными, предметами и существами, с 

которыми эту среду люди разделяют. 

Посредством онтологической этноархеологии и антропологиче-

ской археологии и с помощью методики реляционных и деконструк-

тивных аналогий, нам удаётся показать, что изучение первичного и 

производного этнографического материала может быть использо-

вано археологами не в меньшей степени, чем оно используется соб-

ственно этнографами и антропологами в общем контексте онтоло-

гического поворота (Holbraad and Pedersen, 2017), — другими сло-

вами, этнографический материал открывает этнографу явления, не-

мыслимые для него до начала этнографического исследования. 

Этнография для антрополога становится — так же как этнографиче-
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ские аналогии для археолога, — способом «создать условия для но-

вых мыслей» (Strathern, 1988, p. 20; см. также: Holbraad and Pedersen, 

2017, p. 4; статьи I–V). Эти идеи заставляют археологов не только за-

ново рассматривать возможность новых интерпретаций материала, 

но и ставить вопрос: если систематически применять идеи, имеющие 

предпосылками одушевление и субъективацию, в полевых условиях 

и во время раскопок, то что ещё может быть обнаружено из того, что 

до сих пор невозможно было вообразить? 

Исходя из этого теоретико-методологического подхода и из ре-

зультатов статей (I–V), мы определяем анимизм(ы) следующим обра-

зом: анимизмы — это различные онтологии и соответствующие им 

эпистемологии, в которых одушевление и субъективация как челове-

ческого, так и не-человеческого лежат в основе рациональной логику 

восприятия реальности и окружающего мира; эта логика пронизы-

вает все отношения — как с материальным, так и с нематериальным, 

как с человеческим, так и с не-человеческим — и не ограничена сфе-

рой религии или ритуала. 

Одушевление и субъективация — центральные понятия, на кото-

рых держится данное выше определение, но понимать их следует как 

имманентные; другими словами одушевление и субъективация 

внутри этих онтологий не относятся ни к репрезентационализму, ни 

к трансцендентализму, а составляют часть тех отношений, в которых 

анимист находится с окружающей средой, а также с животными, 

предметами и существами, с которыми он эту окружающую среду 

разделяет. 

Имманентные практики одушевления и субъективации в том виде, 

в каком они предстают в этнографическом материале, значимы для 

развития археологической теории и методологии. Они расширяют 

поле обсуждения небинарных отношений между материальным и не-

материальным и позволяют отказаться от расплывчатого понятия 

агентности не-человеческого или «более-чем-человеческого» — вне 

зависимости от того, какие именно онтологические посылки опреде-

ляют такое восприятие реальности. 

 
Перевод на русский Вяч. С. Кулешова 
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