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Abstract: 

This article looks at negotiations with state authorities and the evidentiary criteria they create in 

culturally contrasting contexts when phenomena deal with elements that for the dominant society 

are conceptualized as “supernatural.” We draw from the level of experiences of other-than-human 

beings, especially spirits and “ungraspable” presences, as social practices in and of themselves as 

well as acts of mobilizing those which are meaningful for knowledge production in Indigenous 

Amazonia and North European contexts. Our two cases show how in state territorial protection 

debates and health services, visibility, quantification, measurability, Euro-American dominant, 

mainly binary and bounded concepts are employed to create the grounds of validity. Yet, for 

actual individual or collective experiences, new types of evidence work can emerge in 

collaborations. Thus, this article sheds light on the needs for contextual and communicative 

actions to overcome contrasting onto-epistemologies in the context of the state.  

 

Keywords: evidence, authorities, invisible, social exclusion, Amazonia, Europe 

 

  



 

2 

Introduction 

Negotiations with state authorities create certain discourses and ways of acting. But what about 

their criteria of evidence? Our take on ‘evidence’ is here the contextual and is related to the social 

and cultural processes of “making truth happen” (Latour 1999:126). Drawing on contrasting 

cases, we ask how people in different societies make sense of experiences that are unfamiliar, 

extraordinary, or “invisible,” such as the agencies of animals, plants, the dead and even objects; 

as well as visions and voices. Moreover, what kinds of evidentiary or truth  criteria are produced 

when making claims of events related to these experiences to the state authorities? We take an 

ontological approach in the sense that we are interested in the questions of what exists for our 

research interlocutors, what are the effects and social consequences of such experiences, how do 

they come to know them, and how is the “truth” or “reality” of such experiences expressed? Our 

aim is to treat other-than-human presences as social practices in and of themselves, including the 

acts of mobilizing and narrating them. These social practices influence the world and contribute 

to (re)arranging it, especially in doing evidence work.  

We draw from the idea that experiences of other-than-human beings, especially spirits, 

and so-called “ungraspable” presences, can become meaningful and true for people in the sense 

that they modify one’s actions and conceptions of: life paths, oneself, others, and the surrounding 

world. The methodology for “truth telling” that emerges from these social practices and 

narrations of first-person experience matter for people during their life course (Luhrmann 2016 et 

al.; 2018; Bergroth et al. 2019). Rather than being mental faculty, as social phenomena, “they can 

be ascribed an agency and presence in historical and social events,” as Chakrabarty (2000:104) 

has argued.  
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With this article, we contribute to the discussion on social, political and cultural practices 

of the making of truth. Our cases represent two vastly dissimilar historical, cultural, economic, 

and political contexts: Amazonian indigenous perceptual and bodily experiences of other-than-

humans and Northern European (non-indigenous) accounts of presences that we call 

“ungraspable”. The first case is based on lengthy fieldwork by the first author in 2005-2018, with 

the Apurinã in the Tumiã River in the state of Amazonas, and the Huni Kuin of the Jordão River 

in the state of Acre. Ethnographic material includes oral histories, conversation-type interviews, 

and participant observation on spirit effects, presences, and diverse negotiations with territorial 

protection authorities in Brazil. Our European data consist of over three hundred letters 

spontaneously directed to the research project Mind and the Other1, led by the second author, 

regarding people’s first-hand ungraspable experiences. The European data were produced by 

people who could be described as belonging to the dominant society in Finland rather than to one 

of its indigenous or ethnic minorities. The dominant society includes people from different social 

backgrounds. The term “ungraspable” (käsittämätön) is a Finnish concept. It originates from the 

old verb “grasp” (käsittää) that has a cognitive meaning “to get hold of,” “to include,” or “to 

chase” and “comprehend.” As a cognitive term, it has its origin from a bodily gesture, such as “to 

handle” and “touch.” In this article we make use of “ungraspable” because of its double meaning. 

In addition to meaning incomprehensible it also refers to simple-minded persons. This is an 

attribute that is still easily given to persons who report ungraspable experiences (Kotus 2014, see 

also Honkasalo 2017). Our argument is that the ungraspable experiences are sensed, heard, seen, 

and felt by the interlocutors. They are only ungraspable in scientific and medical idioms – those 

of which the authorities make use. The ungraspable can be comprehensible for people who 

experience them (Bergroth et al. 2019) in the sense that they fit their local and personal theories.  
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 For Latour, the so-called “flat ontology” rejects divisions between different levels of 

being (e.g. social-material, real-imaginary, natural-supernatural, etc.). In order to make sense of 

the social world, we need to consider objects – be they technical devices, human beings and non-

humans, ideas or words – as active participants in the course of action (Latour 2005:63–86). In 

this view, existence is not an a priori property of any “thing,” but rather it can be claimed that 

things exist only in the sense that they affect the world around them. Any social reality can then 

be said to consist not only of human action, but of objects that afford certain actions while 

preventing others, and thus very concretely act by affecting how the world works (see Latour 

1992). This is what we call social practice. It denotes an attempt to surpass the human tendency 

to see agency or the ability to act as an exclusively human trait. This suggests that whenever the 

social scientist wishes to analyze a human practice (such as evidence work), the practice in 

question should be made sense of as a collection of actors, of humans, other-than-human beings, 

especially spirits, and other ungraspable presences. It may be relatively easy to conceptualize the 

presences as actors in the sense that such objects may (or may not) notably influence one’s self-

image and, most of all, that they thus exist in the world. Here we look at evidence work: 

processes, practices, and actions that make something valid at local levels, contrasting to 

evidence taken as universal empirical concept (Garfinkel 1967; Holbraad 2008, 2012 on truth as 

motion).  

Our results show that though there is a notable dissimilarity between ways of 

understanding the criteria of valid knowledge and the ontologies related to them in our cases, at 

the level of state authorities the sovereign power of the Euro-American modern epistemology is 

practiced in a strikingly similar manner (see Stengers 2010; Foucault 1980; Butler 1997). In both 

cases, there is a “clash of epistemology” or even “ontology” (e.g. Wilson 2016; Lloyd 2019) 

between local understandings and what counts as the discourse of authorities. When onto-
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epistemologies differ greatly, the space for negotiations conducted with authorities and the claims 

made by members of civil society are positioned and shaped by the difficulty of translation 

processes due to asymmetrical power relations. Even if ungraspable presences act in people’s 

everyday life and world making, the claims and demands made by our interlocutors to the state 

are framed mostly based on the criteria of modern ‘evidence-based’ science by citizens seeking to 

survive, create relations with, and be acknowledged by the state. The state authorities both in 

Brazil and Europe in fact refuse to acknowledge any other evidentiary model, which is well 

known by interlocutors, and consequently, the so-called evidence-based model provides a special 

framing for encounters with the state.  

Nonetheless, while following negotiations with the state that evoke an ontological 

positioning, in both of our cases, parallel spaces of evidence work are emerging, especially within 

the arts through novel collaborations, which have produced new and subject positions, adjusting 

the social and even economic vulnerability of otherwise marginalized groups. 

 

Evidence of other-than-human beings and “ungraspable” presences 

Since the Enlightenment, the material and visible world has gained the status of the primary 

domain of reality in Euro-American science (Taylor 2007), and thus it constitutes the grounds for 

the criteria of truth.2 In modern Euro-American societies, various experiences of “ungraspable” 

presences have been referred to as supernatural. They often consist of sensory experiences of the 

presence of the dead, hearing voices without a visible source, visions, smells, premonitions and 

telepathy. These experiences are mostly considered deviant by state authorities. The background 

for the term “supernatural” lies in the dichotomous model of normality underpinning Euro-

American and natural science-based assumptions (Ganguilhem 2012), which divide and 

recognize phenomena as either normal or pathological. Therefore, such experiences have been 
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considered deviant by health authorities and frequently classified as signs of mental disturbances 

in Euro-American countries (see Luhrmann 2000, 2018; Kirmayer and Gold 2012), even if for 

the people living through them in various geographical locations such sensations may promote 

stability and equilibrium (Luhrmann et al. 2015). Since, according to the medically based 

evidence criteria shared by authorities, they are not considered true, such experiences are seldom 

openly communicated in public due to a fear of the stigma frequently attached to them.3  

The term “other-than-human being” in anthropology originates from studies taking 

seriously that different types of beings share sociality with humans in some cultures (e.g. 

Hallowell 1960). This approach has later been described as ontographic, as it acknowledges 

different ontologies instead of a single human-based one. Studies emphasizing ethnographical 

methods (e.g. Willerslev 2004; Holbraad 2008; Blanes and Espírito Santo 2014) and participating 

in the so-called ontological turn – in which things and concepts are not separated – offered a 

place for intangible entities as actors in social worlds. In ontographical projects, spirit agencies 

are not explained away, but are addressed as agents through which people create themselves. In 

contrast, several scholars have shown that in the Amazonian indigenous socio-cosmologies, plant 

and animal spirits are a part of social relations and are experienced by the community as real 

social agents, despite being invisible (Chaumeil 1983; Rival and Whitehead 2001; Viveiros de 

Castro 2004). This view has been criticized for packaging Amazonian thinking under one 

umbrella. But in general, different animist views consider other-than-human entities to be integral 

to human social and bodily realities.  

Pragmatist philosophers, notably William James (1902), claim that what is called the 

“invisible” refers to the human capacity to experience something that current Euro-American 

theories of mind do not properly capture. Other authors have conceptualized the “invisible” in 

light of the ability to bring people together, unite them and give them power as well as produce 
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social order in the world (Durkheim 1965; Douglas 1966). They emphasize the truth of the 

“invisible” by pointing to the consequences that are caused by the divine. Consequences that, for 

instance, have an effect on reality. Recently, scholars writing from the perspective of cross- 

cultural anthropology of the mind emphasize the cultural differences and yet similarities in the 

experiences (Luhrmann et al. 2016). Several studies posit them as mental health issues and so, 

despite their sophisticated critique of the narrow and objectified Euro-American view of the 

mind, they share with us a common problem: they take the human mind as the starting point. 

A widespread approach has been to understand other-than-human presences not as entities 

as such, but as representations or irrational beliefs that are common to the past or to cultures that 

differ strongly from Euro-American forms (Sperber 1985; Kapferer 2014). Critiques of belief and 

the notion of a sharp dichotomous boundary between the interiority of the mind and the exterior 

originate from critiques made of the epistemology of modernity from various viewpoints (e.g. 

Latour 1993:234), notably from what is called post-secular positions (Taylor 2007; Keane 2007). 

Chakrabarty (2000:104) has written about supernatural agents as genuine public actors in the 

history of people’s histories and struggles, such as in labor history, calling them “presences” 

rather than referring to them as supernatural.4  

There are, however, various approaches within the social sciences and humanities to so-

called spirit entities and ungraspable experiences that situate the representations of them in the 

human “mind,” which, as a concept, is becoming increasingly defined in neuroscientific terms 

(e.g. Pitts-Taylor 2016). Here, however, we are interested in the content of the actual first-person 

experiences, how a particular form of knowledge is acquired, and what people do with certain 

ideas about spirit presences and ungraspable events and how they try to persuade state authorities 

of the veracity of their experiences.  
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The Oxford English Dictionary defines evidence as “the quality or condition of being 

evident; clearless, evidentness,” and it is mostly linked to the visual sense. The dictionary goes on 

to state that to be “in evidence” is to be actually present, prominent or obvious. However, 

evidence is a concept that has a disciplinary specificity. In the humanities, objects are not 

considered fully evident. In the arts, evidence of a work’s “impacts” on recipients can be defined 

via a sensory and affective experience. For anthropology, instead of being a quality, the nature 

and status of evidence relates to the question that is being presented. Evidence is an argument, as 

Csordas (2004) puts it: “Evidence has to be evidence of or for something, and that something is a 

hypothesis in the broadest sense” (ibid.:475–76).  

For anthropology and for the human sciences more generally, evidence is nothing in and 

of itself except in relation to some definite question that investigates it in relation to context. 

Entities are also brought into being through evidentiality. However, as we have pointed out, 

according to the standards of rationalist objectivism, many assumptions of truth rely on visibility, 

something that can be seen, as their main criterion (Bloch 2005; Ingold 2011; Gordon 2008). 

Even in social sciences and the humanities, along with empiricist methodologies with a focus on 

visible and concrete processes, several important ideas of contemporary society become 

marginalized, excluded, or repressed (Gordon 2008:4). Gordon points to aspects of the 

intergenerational transmission of trauma and the gaps in historical continuity, which are passed 

on through silences, gaps or omissions and shadows and memories of violence and “wounds” in a 

civilization (ibid., 207). In order to become part of shared knowledge, phenomena need 

methodological work that takes seriously that which appears not to be there as a taken-for-

granted reality.  

Rationalistic natural sciences (see Stengers 2010) have created the ideal for 

operationalizing the models for evidence-based medicine (EBM).5 Recently, the criteria of 



 

9 

evidence have been critically approached, and Derkatch (2016) has shown how EBM embodies 

an understanding of the human mind and an “ontology” of visibility as the criteria of evidence 

and truth as it is applied in the modern sciences (see also Knorr-Cetina 1991). There are, for 

example, significant social consequences for people who talk about their spirit experiences in the 

“West” in terms lying outside the specific criteria of evidential knowledge that prioritize what 

can be seen. Ungraspable presences may be invisible to the eye, but people have experiences of 

them in an everyday context, for instance outside ritual settings. On the other hand, at the end of 

the 18th and early 20th centuries, both natural scientists and parapsychologists were interested in 

developing technology to capture voices, sounds, or vision of the dead, otherworldly beings or 

inanimate objects, even by creating new machines (e.g. Sconce 1998; Noakes 2014). 

In general, social power and authority – the socially legitimized position of defining the 

criteria of evidence – can be defined as the “regime of truth” (Henare et al. 2007; Holbraad 

2012), although the definition of “truth” and “evidence” varies depending on the research 

discipline. Currently, a burning societal issue is the validity of impact measurements, which the 

natural sciences and social and cultural politics loudly promulgate as “evidence-based 

procedures.” This has led to a master discourse of evidence that has permeated political and 

economic decision-making processes in Euro-American societies and also, due to the 

modernization process of non-Western societies, a governmental discourse that makes an 

affirmation of the meaning and value of personal experience even more difficult. Additionally, 

entire domains of research on culture and art within cultural policy, such as the impact that art 

can have on people’s lives, are measured in terms of this paradigm and are modified accordingly: 

to evaluate the impact of art and artistic practices, the outcomes and evidence of efficacy must be 

measurable (see e.g. Arts Council 2016).  
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In short, evidence is a contested notion. For the Euro-American scientific worldview, it is 

a boundary concept, as Gieryn (1983) puts it, a contested border between what is considered 

legitimate in science and what is not. We will now see how the people in our two cases make 

truth happen at the local level.  

 

Comparing local criteria of evidence in differing onto-epistemological contexts 

Amazonian animism experienced locally 

The challenges for contemporary indigenous communities living in the Amazonian rainforest 

environment are diverse; however, their negotiations with the state are often related to the 

demarcation of indigenous territories and territorial protection, access to health care, the 

establishment of indigenous education, and the creation of new communal economic activities. 

Meanwhile, growing large-scale resource extraction is resulting in ever-increasing deforestation 

and shortages of game and fish. 

Arawak-speaking Apurinã communities located along the Purus River number some 

8,000 persons. Some of their villages are situated at a few days’ boat trip from the closest urban 

area, and inhabitants depend on forest resources for their subsistence. When living with the 

Apurinã, it becomes evident that social relations include a number of master spirits of the forests, 

animals, rivers, and various places and the land, which are tangibly present in explanations of 

past, present, and future events. Certain medicinal plants and objects sustain and transform 

mindful bodies, contributing to human capacities to act with others, such as giving persons 

strength, resistance, and better mobility (see Virtanen 2012, 2015, 2017). Being is typically 

relational in Amazonia, as has been noted by several authors (e.g. Descola 2005; Viveiros de 

Castro 2012; Santos-Granero 2012). Despite their overgeneralizations, and often overlooking 

different histories, they help to grasp Amazonian lifeworlds. Among the Apurinã, spirit entities 
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are considered to express themselves in their own ways, and they are communicated with by 

means of music, sounds, speech techniques, dreams, and visions (among other media), which 

give them material form – and offer evidence of their presence – in a multiplicity of sensory 

channels. This type of reflective learning is taught to children from a young age, and elders act as 

guides in the processes of learning. Animal, plant, and ancestor spirits have their own detailed 

histories and knowledges that are used for special purposes. In order to be a good hunter, or to 

know when to take a journey, Apurinã are attentive to their dreams, as they may transmit 

different signs, directing them to leave for the forest or remain at home, while the master spirits 

of water or forest animals may reveal the locations of game or that it might be time to leave on a 

journey. The Apurinã oral histories describe different agencies of the land, waters, and forest, 

which they often regard as ancestors. Apurinã have a word for “spirit” (kamury), but spirits are 

known by their proper names or as a generic term for owner-master or chief spirits, such as 

awite.6 The Apurinã direct their movements in the forest based on the presence of master spirits, 

as they are highly respected agencies (see Virtanen 2015, 2019) and can drastically affect human 

life. A mother of several children commented in a village along the Tumiã River: 

Among other things, the children cannot pass close by stones or moriche [buriti, 

buritiana] palm trees. These things, like bamboo trees, can be mean, similar to the buriti 

palm tree. She [the bamboo tree] pulls a child. Pulling, pulling. […] She calls, and she 

shoots an arrow [at a child]. She is a human. And there are times when one cannot pass by 

their locations, such as when it’s getting dark.  

 

Ancestor and master spirits can cause illness and even death. Their lives cannot be 

controlled, but what happens to them is known by the community members due to their close 

relationships with such spirits. A variety of birds are considered ancient shamans who have been 
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transformed into new bodies. They are still recognized as the communities’ healers and guides. 

An elder Apurinã man explained that he had asked the shaman bird next to his house to engage in 

healing work to help an infertile woman. An ancient shaman’s presence can be sensed, though 

not by all, but these presences and their effects are shared with the community, including 

children. 

The Apurinã often explained that they feel the spirit presences in their bodies, which they 

also described as “knowing” by sensing in the body, a sort of intuitive knowledge, constituting a 

valid criterion of truth. These kind of sensations occur when passing by places owned by the 

spirits or when somebody is coming for a visit, for instance. The forests and rivers have their own 

spirit owners (e.g. Fausto 2008), which can also be seen, as is typical for people with shamanic 

skills. An Apurinã shaman explained to the first author in 2017: 

There is a special place just behind here, and I enter it to converse with the forest spirits. I 

go there and I talk with them … I converse with them quite a lot. […] When young 

people reach the age of puberty, I also take them there, so they can become familiar with 

it too. They [the youth] can sleep there as well. I take them there. Only people like me can 

interact with them [the spirits]. They [the spirits] do not like people who they do not know 

getting close to them.  

 

The embodied experiences of interactions involving spirit presences serve as evidence. 

An interruption in the exchange with spirits, such as in caring for or respecting master spirits, is 

described by the Apurinã as immoral, and it will immediately have a negative impact on 

humans.7 The Apurinã narrate a number of oral histories of persons who suffered illness or even 

death in these instances of materialization due to unbalanced relations between humans and spirit 

agencies, precisely because relationships with the latter are as real as with humans (see Virtanen 



 

13 

2015, 2016). This is also the level at which personal evidence work takes place, as many people 

recount that they might not have respected master spirits or their ancestors’ spirits as proof of 

their suffering specific illnesses. Furthermore, in Amazonian lived experiences, animal, plant, 

and ancestor spirits play crucial roles in knowledge production. Experiences of invisible 

presences as social phenomena are crucial for learning both individually and collectively from a 

young age (see Virtanen 2012, 2015). Controlled interactions between the master spirits, which 

are not necessarily the same as physical animals and plants, and other social phenomena 

fundamentally offer guidance for the Apurinã people, and these interactions are about 

transformation, exchange, and incorporation.8 Indigenous ways of knowing, as discussed 

especially by indigenous scholars in North America and the Pacific region, also underline the 

importance of the land as teacher (e.g. Meyer 2008; Kovach 2009).  

 

Ungraspable presences in European letters 

Social scientific research has shown that ungraspable experiences are commonly reported in post-

industrial, contemporary social settings (see Dein 2012). It seems that disenchantment, as Weber 

(1967[1922]: 139) put it, has only had a limited effect, as people’s engagements with the 

“supernatural”, and the otherworldly have not vanished in technoscientific societies. Ungraspable 

experiences also in Finland range from premonitions, visions and auditory experiences to 

encounters with otherworldly beings, and from telepathic communication to contacts with the 

deceased (Honkasalo 2017).  

 When the European research project Mind and the Other was launched, with the aim of 

studying ungraspable presences from historical and cross-cultural perspectives, the project leader 

(the second author) unexpectedly received numerous phone calls, and over 300 letters and emails. 

Forty per cent of those who wrote letters or sent emails were men from a diverse range of 
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educational backgrounds. The variation of experiences and ways of understanding were broader 

in women’s letters; while the men wrote more frequently of their search for the possible 

technological origins of the experiences and attempts at exact explanations. Some of the 

correspondents wrote to the project only once, whereas others wrote many times – some even 

continuously9. The length and depth of the letters varies greatly, ranging from a short note of only 

a few sentences to a detailed description amounting to dozens of pages. The majority of the 

letters were sent to the project during the first year, but they continue to arrive. The writers 

described mainly sensuous bodily experiences, such as visions, a sense of the extraordinary or the 

intense presence of a deceased person, and auditory or visual experiences, such as touch, or 

multimodal experiences. Intuition, precognition, and telepathy were frequently mentioned. 

Several experiences were about relationships or social bonds with family members, relatives, and 

loved ones, living or dead, and they mostly occurred as unexpected, often extraordinary, 

disruptions of the informants’ everyday lives, as an action and practice they could neither resist 

nor control.  

The occurrences took place when alone and most frequently in an everyday settings, and 

thus they were private in nature. We analyzed the narratives as lived experiences, without taking 

a stand on their origin or truth. The letters contain moral themes, such as responsibility, suffering 

and the good life, support or solace, with the ungraspable presences sometimes contributing in 

the form of consolation and care. Moreover, the majority of people who wrote to the research 

project about their ungraspable experiences mentioned that they had shared the experience with 

others “infrequently or not at all.” 

In contrast to Amazonian indigenous communities, experiences of ungraspable presences 

are rarely narrated publicly in Europe. In the letter material, the primary reason mentioned for not 

telling others had to do with avoiding stigmatization or ostracism. The Finnish term 
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“ungraspable” already contains the meaning of simple-mindedness. The feeling of not being 

understood when describing an intense and embarrassing experience could also be painful. Some 

said they had encountered state health-care authorities or people at their church who had adopted 

derogatory or pejorative attitudes. Thus, there was a tight cultural space for, or attempts at, 

comprehension. For instance, one woman writes about what is required for the favorable 

reception and understanding of her experiences: 

I have strived to speak about my experiences because I feel this is a part of life – 

at least of my life. My husband believes this has all happened, but he does not 

share my interpretation about “my guardian angels.” My children say, “Now Mom 

is starting again… .” Acquaintances and less familiar people note: “If someone 

else had told me this, I wouldn’t believe it, but when you say it, I do believe it.” 

As these things are not spoken about, the few who do speak out are mostly 

considered crazy. […] I have had a deep feeling of being different and not 

understood. I have been judged because of my spirituality and because I see and 

experience more than others. Nowadays, I hide this side of myself from all but 

those adept in these issues. If I want to manage in working life well enough to 

earn a normal income, I cannot risk being labeled as a nutcase.  

 

The ungraspable presences produce consequences in people’s lives, whether material, social, or 

existential. They may take the form of a major life change – after the experience, nothing was 

like it was before. Some letters included the mention of traces, or consequences, materialized in 

the form of bodily processes, in landscapes and at home. Materiality serves as a frequent medium 

for claiming evidence. For instance, the influences and consequences of ungraspable presences 

can become visible through objects that have changed place, shape, or color. Some candles had 
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been lit and had gone out, some birds had arrived and been present. For the purposes of claiming 

evidence, materiality is important because the changes can be tested and demonstrated, as has 

been illustrated from the early parapsychological tradition onwards (see Sconce 1998). In 

addition, some were automatic writers, which serves as evidence by virtue of materialization: 

hundreds of pages of written documents, perhaps ready-at-hand every morning, were presented as 

proof. Evidence is also enacted in the letters through a multiplicity of previous experiences with 

state authorities. There were some differences between the letters written by men and by women. 

Several men legitimated their expertise with a short CV. Descriptions of ungraspable experiences 

in the letters are made in an analytical and quite reflexive manner, such as in this typical letter 

from a male writer:  

[…] My aim is to disclose some examples of the supernormal, especially of different 

states of consciousness, which can be included [in the category of] supernatural 

experience, at least among the technocratic postmodern group [of people]. […] My 

life along the path of “alternative consciousness” has taken me to that of 

consciousness and practice, where I am now. […] We are separated from the 

environment so much that we don’t recognize the supernatural, even if it occurred in 

front of our eyes, and, on the other hand, we just can’t become exposed to an 

experience of the supernatural. But this does not mean that it wouldn’t exist. 

Nevertheless, the term “supernatural” has been defined in a caricatured way. 

Everything that takes place in the world is natural. It is a totally separate issue 

whether a technocratic society can speak to this through the natural. 

 

Many writers started their letters by asking for help from us as researchers, after having 

recurrently been disappointed in their encounters with health care authorities. Several people 
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wrote about having tried for a long time to whitewash and cover up their experiences. In the 

letters the writers described an atmosphere where they felt that they were not taken seriously, as 

two interlocutors described:  

“Only lunatics hear voices,” the doctor told me. And he was not the only one. When I 

was there in the psychiatric ward I just had turned twenty. Since then I have had kilos 

of sleeping pills, madness medicines and that all.  

 

I think I became sick, the invalid I am now, with all those “medicines” they gave me. 

I became an invalid because of all this. I never got a proper schooling, was never able 

to start school as the others did. And the reason for this all was that my mother took 

me to the doctor and told him that I see things that the rest of the family didn’t. 

The attitudes of the health care professionals had not changed much during the life course 

of the people. The Finnish Hearing Voices Assembly (Moniääniset) frequently reports 

experiences of misunderstanding and even hostility. The Health care practices are reported to rely 

mostly on psychiatric medication. Recently, a study carried out in a maternity care unit (Aho et 

al. 2012) reported prescriptions of antidepressant medication for parents who spoke about 

encounters with their baby after his or her sudden death. 

Thus the ungraspable presences thus had social consequences for people’s relations with 

themselves and their social worlds. One person expressed the inability of authorities to recognize 

her ways of experiencing the world as follows:  

Keeping quiet is dependent upon other people’s attitudes. Who would volunteer and 

assume the label ‘village idiot’? And only because the majority of people have restricted 

senses. 
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They, as letter writers, put a great deal of effort into describing the ways they had tried to 

make sense of their ungraspable experiences: some had sought explanations by consulting the 

literature, applying their findings in many interpretative ways; others had shaped their own 

theories of the essence and the causes of the presences. The authors were, thus, active actors 

seeking explanations and evidence. Yet, what is ethically crucial to note are the differing 

epistemologies, the deep discrepancies and asymmetries in assumptions about the truth between 

the writer and the receiver. The ethical dimension is quite concrete and readable: the style of the 

letters attempts to construct a mutual understanding and to convince the receiver “in the absence 

of evidence” and, moreover, in a situation wherein ontological assumptions about the evidence 

are not shared. In the letters on the ungraspable, the gap between the world of the writer and the 

reader seems to be taken for granted. After having tried to make sense of their experiences with 

doctors or priests, several writers chose to address their questions to our research project.  

 

Negotiation spaces ruled by state power 

As presented, in both our study cases, evidence work at the individual level is accomplished via 

personal sensuous experiences of interactions with the invisible presences of other beings, and in 

Amazonian indigenous communities this is also collectively shared. In the European context, 

experiences of the invisible can be shared, perhaps, within a family, or within some trusted 

groups. In general, though, public discussion of such matters in Europe is limited, or non-

existent, and merely shameful. The European practice of keeping silent with authorities is a 

parallel course of action, but it has other motivations as well, particularly the fear of stigma and 

exclusion. 

Evidence work in during interactions with the authorities is constructed in different ways, 

and can, especially concerning experiences of ungraspable presences it can in Europe, be thought 
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of as being located along a continuum. On the one hand, it depends on people’s previous state 

health care experiences with doctors, who do not believe them unless they have some “evidence-

based” signs in the EBM cultural register. On the other hand, a history of personal ungraspable 

experiences shapes a genuine area open to the thick description of evidence work. The letter 

writers themselves made it a genuine point of focus in their accounts precisely because of their 

attempts to convince and persuade others of the validity of their experiences through words and 

material actions. The same pattern is present in research on invisible conditions, such as chronic 

pain, or contested illnesses after nuclear exposure (Trundle 2011). Much like people living with 

pain (Honkasalo 2001), the authors of the letters try to convince others of the effects of the 

ungraspable presences on their social relationships, emotions, bodies, bodily practices, and entire 

lives. At the same time, they wrote that they had rarely drawn on personal experience when 

expressing themselves to the authorities, even if those experiences had perhaps changed their 

whole lives.  

In a similar vein, when the Apurinã express themselves to the Brazilian state authorities 

responsible for territorial and environmental protection and indigenous rights, the land, forest, 

and river spirits rarely appear as agents in the narratives. Then, the Apurinã’s criteria of evidence 

is shaped such that the issue can be recounted in a manner that is familiar to state authorities. For 

instance, they explain that there are fewer fish than in the past because of the large quantities 

taken by commercial fishermen, who indiscriminately catch every species and even ignore their 

seasonal, upriver movements. Despite the variety of Apurinã communities, similar descriptions of 

their environmental situation are evident. The cases they present to the authorities are often based 

on visible, linear and quantitative facts, as they have learned that such facts should be related in 

explanations given at the governmental level. Certain regimes of evidentiality are often known, 

learned and even used by actors at local levels when presenting evidence. 
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Although the invisible master spirits and other types of animal, plant and ancestor spirits 

are present in the Apurinãs’ conversations among community members, and although their 

activities take them into account, these agencies are rarely brought up in official discussions with 

state environmental decision makers. This silencing of invisibility occurs in the context in which 

the Apurinã, among other indigenous nations, have historically been kept in a subordinate 

position, which has hindered their capacity to act and blocked their ability to express their local 

environmental knowledge. Furthermore, it works as a strategy, as it is known that state 

authorities in this region prefer to frame their actions in a linear manner rather than incorporating 

“indigenous” concepts into their discourses. Similar to Garfinkel’s study of the argumentation 

practices of jurors and evidence work in a Kansas court (1967), people and the authorities engage 

in the processes of presenting evidence and legitimating courses of action and histories, as they 

are created in relations to each other. Interestingly, the evidentiary criteria and indicators that are 

used at the state level are implemented despite the numerous anthropological studies of 

Amazonian indigenous ontologies that could have offered useful information about local social 

realities to the Amazonian environmental authorities when making their decisions. They are, 

however, rarely considered or fully acknowledged by the state, allowing previous power 

structures to remain unchanged. In the European context, much literature involving such 

ontological discussions has been produced. 

Besides the oppressive power structures in the area in which the Apurinã live, the reasons 

for this absence also include the fact that for the Apurinã, the spirits’ transformative powers could 

take unexpected turns if they were addressed in unfamiliar contexts for them, or in those contexts 

where people do not respect their presence. Ancestor and other non-human spirits do not have 

fixed forms, and they could activate harmful relations. Therefore, a certain secrecy is also 
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preferred. At the same time, secrecy has helped to reproduce and maintain these vital elements as 

part of the Apurinãs’ lives, and consequently left them less colonized. 

Several indigenous people adapting the state evidence criteria refer to their creator spirits 

and ancestral relations to the land. In fact, since the rise in large-scale extractive economies, 

several indigenous groups have opposed the state’s neoliberal support of extractivism via 

approaches that can be translated as presenting contrasting views on economic growth and the 

destruction of the environment. But because of the long history of assimilation and oppressive 

relations with the state, the perspectives presented in public discourse can differ largely from 

discourses in the communities. Yet, the difference and relationality to different life forms are still 

marked in political discussions – even if no words are spoken – by body paintings, headdresses, 

and other objects. For many non-indigenous people, the presence of multiple invisible agents that 

are an integral part of the lifeworlds of the Apurinã still go unnoticed and unmentioned. Both our 

cases show how evidence occurs as work which is historically contextualized in power relations 

and accomplished in a variety of social and cultural registers and through attempts to shape 

mutual understanding. 

 

Evidence work in new collaborations  

As our cases showed, both Europeans and some Apurinã people prefer not to explicitly disclose 

their relationships with the spirit agents and ungraspable experiences in their social realities to the 

state authorities. People know from experience that in such situations their personal descriptions 

of their experiences do not count as evidence and that this puts them at risk of exclusion. 

However, new collaborations can create a space for novel evidence work that attempts to make 

something touchable to others by using new forms of expression.  

Testimonies 
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Several letters received by the Mind and the Other research project about people’s experiences 

with the ungraspable and their accounts of encounters with the state health authorities clearly 

follow the genre of testimonies. Most writers assume that the readers – including us as 

researchers – probably do not share their world of experience, while they, as authors, are unable 

to provide the kind of evidence that medical personnel, state officials, and researchers would 

require. The only evidence consists of a written description, as detailed as possible, of what the 

experience with the ungraspable entailed; within it lies a sort of “unsayability,” something that is 

also the case with sacred experiences (see Proudfoot 1987). The possibility to write such letters 

had offered a new space for communicating the authors’ experiences to a novel audience using 

the person’s own terms and expressions.  

The style of describing the ungraspable experiences, as well as the persuasive information 

presented, was frequently written in a careful way reminiscent of court cases or testimonies. 

Testimonies are often used of when there are no other ways to convince others, e.g. in the 

absence of any witnesses, in a situation without any other grounds for evidence beyond personal 

experience. This creates a certain type of speech act. Typical of these testimonies is the fact that 

they apologize for and are aware of “the lack of evidence” in the sense of not being able to 

communicate the experience in the “proper” way dictated by powerful discourses, notably those 

of law or medicine (see e.g. Trundle, ibid.). Studies of testimony – and evidence – have dealt 

with court cases and war victims and, more recently, with refugees, asylum seekers, and 

deportations in cases where attempts are made to convince others about the presence of an 

absence (e.g. M’charek 2013; Huttunen 2015). Testimonies were historically used in the contexts 

of miraculous healing and canonization (see Oring 2008), while the bulk of contemporary 

Western literature on the subject in the humanities originates in studies of the narratives of 

Holocaust survivors.  
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When the entire burden of proof is put on the victims, how can they convince state 

authorities of the invisible and, consequently, the non-existing? This question is also frequently 

asked with respect to asylum seekers and the current European refugee crises. Testimonies of this 

nature comprise a certain sort of speech act in the category of desperate evidence provision. They 

illuminate the absence of evidence in the sense of not being able to communicate the experience 

in a proper way (Coady 1992). Martin Kusch (n.d.) describes survivors’ modes of creating 

evidence as falling between “linguistic despair” and what he terms “a multitude of approaches.” 

Linguistic despair is expressed by many narrators when they try to put their experiences into 

words in a situation where the listener does not share the experience, and where “socio-moral 

certainties have been destroyed using language presuppositions that these very certainties are in 

place” (ibid., 34). Similarly, the letters directed to the project contained expressions of linguistic 

despair along with acknowledgement of a multitude of approaches, including the use of 

persuasion through changing perspectives, the pragmatics of effects, and the enactment of 

competence and expertise as a member of society. At the same time, an intersubjective realm 

with a form of “pre-understanding” also provided evidence for the authors of the letters. Some 

writers described how the process of writing in itself evoked evidence. During writing, the 

solitary experience of ungraspable could become more shared with the addressee and 

consequently, “true.” 

This testimonial style and the public discussions that the project has offered became a 

new arena for action and created new subject positions that had not existed earlier, and thus a 

new more equal type of evidence making was created. The research and artistic collaboration 

with the writers taking part in the Mind and the Other project and the performative artists has 

produced new forms of communication and opened up a space for creating evidential knowledge. 
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A new collaborative project is currently scrutinizing the thresholds of experience; asking how and 

what kind of intercorporeality is created by the ungraspable.10 

 

New forms of Indigenous arts 

 As a novel means of expression and negotiation, some indigenous people, such as the 

Huni Kuin living in the neighboring state of Acre in Brazil, who live in a different political 

environment, have created novel ways of expressing their everyday social worlds. In the state of 

Acre, where the political atmosphere towards indigenous peoples has been more inclusive, and 

(partly due to their interactions with conservationists and indigenous rights actors), the Huni Kuin 

have been active in creating and using new art forms, such as paintings and drawings, which 

manifest different spirit presences, thus demonstrating the powerful meanings of the experiences. 

Through contacts with nongovernmental agencies and private persons, some Huni Kuin persons 

have been able to produce these new artworks materializing the spirit agencies central to their 

creation stories, as well as the forces that sustain them in their lives, and take their paintings to 

national and international exhibitions. During recent years, Huni Kuin artists have been invited to 

various exhibitions in highly respected art galleries in Latin America and Europe. This new art 

forms still exists besides more traditional art, but its public is explicitly non-indigenous. Already 

earlier, the Huni Kuin have produced their artwork in various forms for others, embedding 

different kinds of spirit entities, such as in their beadwork, clothes, and ceramics. In these 

processes of communicating and materializing their lived worlds, indigenous groups have 

themselves been leaders, helping ensure that spirit presences were understood in negotiated 

terms, not based on a colonial top-down setting. New forms of art have thus served as a platforms 

for creating a consciousness about Amazonian social realities, and this has enabled the Huni Kuin 

to establish new contacts and collaborations beyond state agencies.  
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Moreover, the various forms of art can be experienced in cultural festivals that several 

Huni Kuin communities as well other groups have started to organize, and to which they have 

invited their potential and current partners, such as representatives of governmental and 

nongovernmental agencies, companies and foundations, and private persons. State officials from 

the highest levels have visited Huni Kuin villages and shared their everyday and ritual spaces, 

and thus they have been able to experience and comprehend local land-based interactions with 

animal and plant agencies. In the Huni Kuin’s case, these visits have created an opportunity for 

some non-indigenous authorities to understand the community’s view of its different ways of 

learning based on the experiences of visions and dreams, or the practices of healing and cure as a 

means of knowing and sensing spirit agencies (see Virtanen 2014). They have thereby underlined 

that experiences with spirit agencies are not pathological, but constructive. Social relations with 

the land and its agencies can also be framed in terms of the “environmentalism” of the dominant 

society (Alberts 2015), and thus it can be beneficial if used in certain political discourses. Besides 

generally serving as decolonizing acts, overall this exposure has advanced the Huni Kuin’s social, 

cultural and economic situation. Recently, a number of initiatives have been taken by individuals 

as well as non-governmental organizations that have created new economic and cultural projects 

for Huni Kuin communities: clean water provision, solar energy technology, and many other 

improvements that have had a positive impact on everyday life in the villages and brought more 

creative power to the community.11 In some parts of Amazonia, new visual and material 

communicative forms have also been created by collaborative research in which spirit presences 

and beings can become a valid part of personal testimonies (see e.g. Kopenawa and Albert 2013).  

Formalized Indigenous art work and testimonial writing are effective means to do 

evidence work as they offer more diverse means for expressing one’s own experiences. Even if 

the evidence-making process is not the same for the writer, the artist, and their different 
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audiences, evidential knowledge of spirit presences is an emblem that combines both “evidence 

for,” in the context of power hierarchies, and “evidence of” in the case of certain experiences 

(Csordas 2004), and their differences can be identified in our study at the local and state level. It 

is worth noting that our collaborators have had an opportunity to do testimonial writing and 

indigenous art in new interactive contexts, and in this sense there have been constructive spaces 

for co-acting with others, especially those with an implicit knowledge of their experiences, belief 

or unbelief. Truth thus has different grades and dimensions, depending on reconceptualizations, 

as Holbraad (2008, 2012:171–172) has noted about motivity, infinition, and how truth is 

movement in Cuba Ifá. Art and testimonial writing can make the movements and experiences of 

spirits or ungraspable, with their own ontological differences, more stagnant, yet for our 

interlocutors they aim at capturing the truth. 

 

The state’s evidence work and social power 

The results from both our cases on two continents show that at the state level, epistemologies are 

limited by the modern acceptance of the empiricist criteria of evidence. In the official contexts of 

European and Brazilian societies, the paradigm of evidence is increasingly based on the 

empiricism of Euro-American natural science, especially that used by authorities. Systematic 

observations linked to the sense of sight, and proofs produced using standardized measurements, 

comprise the ideal behind what is commonly considered evidence. In that way, European and 

Brazilian state practices are symmetrical: the bureaucracies’ rules of evidence are mostly based 

on visibility and on quantitative and measurable grounds of validity. Therefore, our cases and the 

state represent different ontological experiences of the world. One in which the world is 

animated, and the other in which it is not, and this is felt as a tension – especially in relation to 

presenting evidence to others.  
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According to both our cases, the evidence work between local people and authorities does 

not currently allow a space for negotiations. A certain type of professional and bureaucratic 

discourse and framing is created and used by our interlocutors in their negotiations in order to 

produce the desired and expected results. Instead of approaching onto-epistemological 

differences that influence some people’s life course, professionals in the field of environmental 

protection in Brazil among local populations and those in state health care services very seldom 

question or challenge the limits of the criteria employed in their own professional knowledge, 

rooted as it is in the perspective of natural science-based boundary work. Not only the criteria for 

evidential knowledge, but also the knowledge and knowledge-making processes themselves, 

differ between the local level and that of authorities. When there are no epistemological 

translations for the local social world, there is an unbridgeable gap between the lifeworlds. This 

raises a series of political questions relating to power relations and regimes of evidentiality, and 

the issue has been raised by researchers exploring the land claims of indigenous peoples (e.g. Di 

Giminiani 2015). 

On the other hand, several studies in political ecology have shown that a growing number 

of indigenous peoples are actively incorporating non-human actors as visible subjects in their 

political discourses (Blaser 2009; de la Cadena 2014), though the differences in the evidence used 

to establish the verity of the entities has rarely been discussed. Whereas, in the European context, 

people are more afraid of being stigmatized as mentally ill, with the social consequences of being 

defined as deviant and at risk of becoming socially excluded. Several studies have shown that in 

addition to social exclusion, the stigma of mental illness may lead to discrimination in working 

life and welfare compensations as well as to increased feelings of shame. The logic of stigma is 

the process of self-stigmatization, or spoiled identity, as Goffman (1963) defines it; that is to say, 

due to stigmatizing social interactions, the person in question starts to believe her/his condition is 
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shameful and that his or her prospects for social inclusion are non-existent. Consequently, 

stigmatization can be a more severe obstacle to one’s social functions than even a deviant mental 

condition. It should be noted at this point that what is termed deviant is a cultural and political 

question: different cultures have different views on deviance and different ways of evaluating it.  

The attempts of Amazonian indigenous artists increasingly render their social relations 

visible, but the invisible made present through their artwork still remains mostly excluded from 

the authorities’ reports and decisions. A crucial role in transmitting the message of local social 

realities has been taken by nongovernmental agents, the private sector and artists such as 

installation artists, actors and musicians. The private sector includes enterprises promoting 

sustainability as well as individuals supporting indigenous communities. Our cases allow us to 

think critically about whether other communicative ways could be created that would make it 

possible for state authorities to better understand, make practical use of, and communicate 

evidence in society. As has already become evident in our research projects, a collaborative role 

in research processes can make a big difference in terms of acknowledging different evidence 

works.  

 

Conclusion  

In anthropology as a discipline, evidence has mostly been discussed as a quality of ethnography, 

or in terms of the types of fieldwork data produced and their methods of production (Chua et al. 

2008; Engelke 2008). The recent ontological turn has looked at evidence from a different 

perspective, in connection with the revision of “truth” concepts in the discipline (Holbraad 2008, 

2012). More recently, Hanks and Severi (2015) have emphasized that greater attention should be 

paid to processes of translation, with all their contexts of communication and non-linguistic 

codes. Already earlier some anthropologists addressing cultural translation underlined the fact 
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that the implicit meanings of speech are situated in understanding the social world of 

interlocutors and the diverse social beings with whom they interact (e.g. Asad 1986). Our cases 

demonstrate that there are numerous methods of doing evidence work, including: argumentative, 

rational, linguistic emotional, embodied, material, and through attention to artistic production. 

Yet, the state, seen as inflexible and with only one evidence frame (based on the universal claims 

of natural science and the evidentiary model based on visualism), has a central role in 

establishing how such people communicate their experiences and claims to others more broadly 

(see also Canessa 2014). In Amazonia, the evidence presented when claiming crucial 

environmental protection for life-making is still mostly based on the factual, quantified 

observations of environmental degradation (e.g. less fish and game). In current attempts to be 

heard, the persons in our case studies often adopt the language of the state, but what we wish to 

underline is that new forms of communication are also being created, for instance through the arts 

and testimonies, which have opened up new ways of communicating.  

 In contrast, in local contexts, the evidence criteria related to environment and health 

presented by our research collaborators are multi-sensory bodily experiences. These experiences 

include those seen in material forms, such as in human bodies through sicknesses or health, or 

landscapes that have social consequences for people’s lives. The main differences between our 

cases is that in Amazonian indigenous communities with whom the first author has worked, 

evidence work is also shared and accomplished collectively and cross-generationally. In the Huni 

Kuin and Apurinã communities that inform our case, community members are taught since 

childhood how to encounter and experience invisible and other life forms, as well as to respect 

their presences. Even if the active experience of, and interaction with, ungraspable presences in 

European contexts are different at the personal and collective levels from those of the animal, 

plant, and other spirit presences in Amazonia, in both places experiences of invisible actors play 
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an important role in the narratives told about the self, about others, and about the world (see also 

Bergroth et al. 2019; Virtanen 2019). How these experiences are made evident and true among 

local people and for authorities is the core question in both of our studies, as in both places they 

are socially excluded from the dominant society’s power regimes.  

Our cases show how evidence work is carried out in social relations: evidence as a 

process is dependent on the communities and contexts in which it is produced. This resonates 

with Latourian (1999:126) thoughts on the ontology of truth as a process. This idea is supposed 

to replace the notion of a “discovery,” which, as it is applied in the natural sciences, implies that 

one could merely discover an objective fact that has always been there and exists irrespective of 

the observer, just waiting to be found as such. Truth as a process, as an interaction with the 

authorities, by contrast, refers to occurrences or sequences – possibly temporally unspecific and 

covering a long period of time – in which actors “set up” the world and make it known in certain 

ways. Those ontological and epistemological ways of knowing that differ from dominant norms – 

such as in indigenous communities and among Europeans encountering ungraspable presences – 

can create new translational evidence. In our cases, indigenous art, artistic performances and 

testimonies create empowering tools to talk about one’s experiences — pasts, presents, and 

futures — without dissembling them through the language of Euro-American binary and bounded 

concepts. Then evidence work constructs as a more equal and inclusive translational attempt. For 

the Huni Kuin and for many other groups, it is through the new artwork that social and exchange-

type relations are exhibited with animal and plant agencies that are closely linked to the lives and 

experiences of the past and to current human generations. Therefore, our results call for a 

contextual making of evidence, as the set of practices, discourses and language by the state can 

be a form of controlling and ruling those who are already excluded from spaces where the 

dominant society’s power is produced and exercised. The participation and the voice of citizens 
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themselves, without intermediators through their onto-epistemological framework, seem to be 

little supported. Yet, some court cases have had specialists in different onto-epistemologies, for 

instance, not just language translators (see Fontein 2014 on the case of the spirit possession of a 

young Zimbabwean woman).  

Overall, our cases show that the different knowledges and practices produced should be 

taken seriously at state levels. They are about experiences that matter for people individually 

(Luhrmann 2018; Bergroth et al 2019) and collectively (Virtanen 2012: 90–97). Yet even when 

there is a willingness to understand local realities, a methodological challenge often exists in 

understanding different viewpoints and the different entities and actors who participate in local 

relations. It often requires long-term engagement in the research process, taking people’s 

conceptualizations and understandings of their own experiences seriously (see, e.g. Willerslev 

2004; Blanes and Espírito Santo 2014), and examining the evidence in its cultural and social 

contexts to understand implicit meanings and non-linguistic codes.  

Notes  



 

32 

1 Funded by the Academy of Finland, Grant SA 266573. 

 

2 The division between the natural and supernatural has its roots in early Christianity, in which 

nature was the physical reality that God had created and God himself was above the rules of 

nature and thus was supernatural. From the 17th century onwards, the physical world gained the 

status of the primary. 

3 In North European countries, ungraspable presences are communicated publicly in religious, 

esoteric and artistic registers (Honkasalo 2017). In Freudian psychoanalytic discourse, uncanny 

experiences are ambiguous: simultaneously familiar and frightening, or horrifying, they are 

nevertheless a domain of the human mind. Freud (1919) made a detailed analysis of the uncanny, 

equating paranormal experiences with the uncanny and with the repressed domains of the human 

psyche. This has had an important influence on the pathologising of the ungraspable. 

Governmental authorities consider them merely signs of deviance, classified as mental 

disturbances, and consequently “untrue.” 

4 According to Chakrabarty (2000:104), “historians will grant the supernatural a place in 

somebody’s belief system or ritual practices, but to ascribe to it a real agency in historical events 

will be [to] go against the rules of evidence that gives historical discourse procedures for settling 

disputes about the past.” 

5 Evidence-based medicine, EBM, is defined by a US medical expertise group (1992) as the best 

clinical practice based on clinical trials. The latter means an experimental research setting where 

an RCT (randomized control trial) represents the prototype – and the ideal – for valid knowledge. 

RCT denotes an experimental research setting that is based on a randomized control trial, on the 

comparison between a test group and a control group. According to EBM, what is considered 
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valid knowledge is at its best produced in large statistical research settings and, equally 

important, in universal settings devoid of human agency.  

6 See also Gaskin 2018 on the diversity of spirits in Australia. 

7 For a detailed discussion, see Virtanen 2016. 

8 In Indigenous Amazonian theories of materiality and personhood, objects can have autonomous 

souls or be “activated” through interactions with humans (Santos-Granero 2009). 

9  The project has established an Internet forum for the writers who want to share their 

experiences with a larger audience. The researchers help them in building networks and also 

answer or comment their letters, if they wish. 

10 Such as Thresholds, a performance that had its premiere at the Baltic Circle Festival, Helsinki, 

in 2018. Together with performance and visual artists Sinna Virtanen, Anni Klein, Pyry 

Nikkanen, Heidi Soidinsalo, Tatu Nenonen, Daniel Andersson and Valborg Froysnes, the second 

author of this article addressed three questions: What kinds of knowledge do the encounters with 

performativity and ethnography produce concerning the ungraspable? How can art function as a 

paradigm for experience of the ungraspable? 

11 They have also increasingly started to receive invitations to conduct spiritual ceremonies in 

places far beyond their indigenous territories (see Virtanen 2014).  
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