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Abstract: Not all animal-human communication occurs directly between two entities
across all ontological contexts. Especially in animist cultural and historical contexts,
practitioners will often engage intangible governing entities associated with specific land
features to access the volitional spaces of individual animals. In this presentation, I will
provide a series of examples from southern Siberia in which humans invoke sentient
intermediaries in their communication with wild animals. Conversely, some species
(specifically wolves) are situationally interpreted as fulfilling the role of intermediaries
themselves. In this capacity, they serve as emissaries of sentient landscape features. The
findings presented in this talk draw on doctoral multispecies ethnography (2012-2016)
with Indigenous Soiot herders and hunters of the Eastern Saian Mountains in
westernmost Buriatia in the Russian Federation.

It is a delight to be speaking to you today. What an exciting event this is, with participants from
academic, practitioner, and artistic contexts, as well as from the general public. Thank you for
joining this session, and specifically this talk! My name is Alex Oehler, and I am assistant
professor of Anthropology in the Department of Anthropology at the University of Regina. I
speak to you today from the territories of the Néhiyawak, AnihSinapek, Dakota, Lakota, and
Nakoda, and the homelands of the Métis/Michif Nation on Treaty 4 Land.

My research focuses on human-animal and human-landscape relations in the Circumpolar North,
stretching from Far East Russia to Scandinavia, and from South Central Siberia to the Canadian
Arctic. Over the past 15 years, [ have had the honour of working with (and learning from)
Indigenous and non-Indigenous hunting and herding communities in the northern hemisphere. As
an anthropologist, I focus on the diversity of human interpretations of the landscape, including
all forms of non-human sentient beings inhabiting it, including animals, land and water bodies,
and intangible beings (often referred to in Western contexts as “spirits”).

In this talk, I will highlight human-animal communication via these intangible beings as
intermediaries. What I mean by that is that in some cultural and historical contexts of the
Circumpolar North and beyond, people have engaged in communication with other-than-human
beings in indirect (or mediated) ways. While people may have direct contact with many different
animals, including wild and domesticated species, they also negotiate certain relations with
predominantly wild animals under the guidance of intangible governing entities. The majority of
my examples for today come from one of my main ethnographic research sites in south-central



Siberia, just north of the Mongolian border. Westernmost Buriatia, also known as Oka, is a
mountainous region, forming part of the Eastern Saian Mountain Range, west of Lake Baikal,
which is the world’s deepest natural fresh water reservoir. This is the ancestral homeland of
Indigenous Soiot reindeer and yak herders.

Oka-Soiots, belong to a historically animist society. Animism (in Anthropology) refers to an
ontology, or knowledge system, shared by many Indigenous societies around the world—from
the Amazon to Siberia—in which personhood is extended not only to human beings, but also to
other kinds of beings. Western societies generally differentiate between animate (and responsive)
and inanimate (unresponsive) entities (e.g. animal vs. rock), and this status is permanently
ascribed. In other words, for most Western societies a rock is always in-animate, while an animal
(e.g. a duck) is always animate. By contrast, in many animist societies the status of an entity can
fluctuate, depending on its relations with other entities at any given time. Thus, even a rock can
temporarily become an animate (and responsive) entity, and by extension, it can be ascribed
personhood. However, this personhood may not be permanent. It is for this reason that some
Indigenous hunters prefer to evaluate the status of a being retrospectively only. Looking back to
how something related to something else can be more informative than making presumptions
about others before we can witness the nature of their relations.

Allow me now to apply this animist ontology to a Soiot understanding of the landscape, and by
extension to a Soiot view of the animals that reside within it. The mountainous region of Oka is
considered a sacred and a sentient landscape. When I say “sentient,” I mean that certain land
features are believed to possess power and volition. A series of mountain tops are recognized as
the seat of intangible governing entities, who in turn oversee smaller intangible entities who
reside in lakes, mountain springs, valleys, rocky outcrops, and other land and water features.
They are “sacred” in the sense that they possess various degrees of divine power over all life
forms under their jurisdiction. Following the spread of Tibetan and Mongolian Buddhism, these
intangible entities were incorporated into the Buddhist pantheon, beginning in the mid-18™"
century. Thus, any wild animal residing within the territory of a specific mountain deity is the
responsibility of that deity. However, depending on where the animal is moving, more
specifically, it lives under the direct care of a more specific governing entity. Fish in a stream,
for instance, are looked after the governing entity of their home stream.

It follows, that there are no “wild” animals in such a landscape. Neither can there be
“wilderness” in the Western sense of the word. All landscapes are precisely organized, no matter
how “untouched” or “uncontrolled” they may be by humans. Any human incursion into the
world must lead to an encounter between people and the intangible governing entities of that
place—often long before any animal is encountered. For this reason, the Siberian landscape is
interspersed with nodes, or checkpoints, at which any traveler is expected to stop and pay respect
to the governing entity of that location, prior to entering their land. A hunter will use this point to
ask for a gift from the governing entity, in return for a gift. To maintain a sustainable balance in
the relationship between humans and the landscape, reciprocal exchanges must take place. One
never just takes. The land gives what only it has to offer, while people give what is uniquely
theirs. Thus, people will dispense of fermented mare’s milk, and a governing entity may offer the
body of a deer in return.



However, many of these negotiated transactions are not as simple as the outside observer may be
led to believe. In my conversations with Elders, and especially with those who hold more
detailed knowledge of encounters with governing entities, I have learned about the type of
considerations that intangible entities undertake before releasing the gift of a living animal. As
the rightful overseer (even ‘owner’) of a herd of forest-dwelling animals, the governing entity
will consider the individual life history of each of the animals roaming within the hunter’s
vicinity. In this sense, the governing entity is a caring herder/breeder in their own right, making
decisions based on which of the animals has recently had to suffer hardships, how long they have
had a chance to live already, or how many times they have been able to reproduce. The
petitioning hunter will be granted the ability to shoot or trap only the animal that has been
dispensed by the governing entity. All other animals hunted will be considered ‘theft.’

Most of the hunters I have spent time with on the land, were very careful about the number of
animals they would take during any given hunt. Overstepping one’s gifted allowance could result
in very dire repercussions for oneself, as well as for one’s dependents. People had suffered from
life-long illnesses (or worse) as the result of not following proper protocol in the hunt. Because
most Soiot hunters are also herders, they see their own role as care-givers of animals reflected in
the governance of intangible entities. Thus, when a herder had hunted more than they had been
allotted, or at a time in the year when they had not been supposed to hunt, they would expect
retribution on their own herds. The governing entity would send wolves as their emissaries to rip
through the herds of animals belonging to a hunter who had violated protocol. If a hunter had
overstepped their welcome in winter, the retribution might follow in spring, or in summer.

I will now come to a close with a brief discussion of these scenarios in light of indirect human-
animal communication. My examples of Soiot interactions with sentient landscape governing
entities should now have made sufficiently clear the importance of negotiating with non-human
owners of animals as part of one’s own relations with individual animals in shared Siberian
landscapes.

Barrett, Hinz, Wijngaarden, and Lovrod’s (2021) work on Intuitive Interspecies Communication
(IIC) seeks to explore ways to ascertain the perspectives of non-human animals. By contrast, the
work I present here concerns itself primarily with Indigenous Soiot ideas about the actions of
individual animals as tied to the volition of their intangible owners. In other words, we are
looking at human ideas about communication between two types of governing entities. On the
one hand we have the non-human care takers of free-roaming (i.e. wild) animals, and on the
other hand we have the human care takers of less-free roaming (i.e. domesticated) animals. To
argue that the desires of intangible animal owners are the same as those of the actual animals
would be ethnographically inaccurate. There exists a large amount of ambiguity regarding the
differentiation between individual animal desires and the desires of intangible animal owners.
This divergence much resembles the differences between the desires of individual animals in a
human-owned herd and desires found with any one individual animal belonging to such a herd.

In Soiot hunting contexts, it is often difficult to differentiate between a hunter’s intuitive
supplication to an individual prey animal and supplication to the animal’s intangible governing
entity. Nonetheless, we can know, with some certainty, that these two entities are not understood
as identical, because the intangible governing entity is seen as making decisions on behalf



multiple animals, with the ability to overrule the desires and preferences of individual animals.
At the same time, there exist circumpolar Indigenous accounts of animals rendering their bodies
to hunters against their own preferences, further complicating the division between intangible
governing entity and individual animal.
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Glossary:

Animism — The attribution of personhood to plants, inanimate objects, and naturally occurring
phenomena

Circumpolar North — Regions of the northern hemisphere, including the Arctic and Subarctic
Ethnography — A scholarly description of living people and their cultural practices

Intangible governing entity — A powerful (usually) unseen being, overseeing the wellbeing of
living animals

Personhood — The condition of being an individual person

Sentient — To be able to perceive or feel things



