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Hunter-Gatherer Atmospheres     
Thursday 30th June 2022: 11.15-13.00 

Room: B.109 

Chairs: Thomas Widlok (University of Cologne); Tanja Theissen (University of Cologne) 

Emails: thomas.widlok@uni-koeln.de; tanja.theissen@uni-koeln.de  

Abstract: There is wide agreement that forager lifeways are more than simply a number of subsistence 

modes such as hunting, gathering and fishing. Ethnographers have claimed that foraging practices and 

groups have a special "feel" to them and archaeologists have tried to reconstruct what that "feel" 

might be with regard to life at forager sites and with regard to the hands-on use of artifacts. If there 

is more to hunting and gathering than feeding yourself and living off the land, what are the moods, 

sentiments and affects that go with these practices –  whether the result of deliberate creation or not? 

Anthropologists and archaeologists are searching for ways to include the sensible, embodied 

experiences generated through the landscapes and lifeworlds that hunting and gathering helps to 

create. The theory of "atmospheres" (elaborated upon in particular in the neo-phenomenology of 

Hermann Schmitz and Gernot Böhme) proposes to turn this "more" into a conceptual framework and 

into a research agenda. We invite contributions that explore this or alternative notions of 

"atmosphere" in order to pinpoint an important aspect of hunter-gatherer life that has hitherto been 

mentioned "between the lines" without, however, being intensively investigated or critically assessed. 

How are "atmospheric spaces" created through foraging, both in terms of the architecture of hunter-

gatherer camps and in terms of the moods produced by the practices themselves? How do they 

change as subsistence, mobility and technology transform? To what extent are these atmospheres the 

result of a more-than-human lifeworld? And how can we conduct research on such questions?     

 

Keywords: atmospheres, moods, affects, sentiments, space   

 

11.15-11.27 Thomas Widlok  Introduction to the session on 'atmospheres' 

11.27-11.39 Chris Low  
Mood, performance and fitting in – reflections 
from a San context. 

11.39-11.51 Daiji Kimura  
The atmosphere created by hunter-gatherer 
social interactions 

11.51-12.03 Tanja Theissen 
A Moral Kill: Atmospheres of honour in 
contemporary hunting practice 

12.03-12.15 Maja Pasarić  
Man the hunter, woman the carer and a bear – 
Entangled in emotions 

12.15-12.27 Yujie Peng  
The Formation and Change of “Bad Camp” 
Atmosphere among the Baka People 

12.27-12.39 Doerte Weig  
Ecosomatic Bodying as Ways of Attuning to 
Forager Atmospheres 

12.39-13.00 Discussion   
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Hunter-Gatherer Atmospheres  

Introduction to the session on 'atmospheres' 
Authors: Thomas Widlok (University of Cologne) thomas.widlok@uni-koeln.de  

 

Abstract: This introduction to the session gives a brief outline of the work of Gernot Böhme and his 

seminal work on "atmospheres". Böhme's work was originally published in German but is now being 

translated into English and it has already been applied in a number of fields ranging from architecture 

to anthropology. It serves as a possible point of departure and as an encouragement to discuss the 

case studies presented in this panel comparatively and in the light of more theoretical considerations. 

Keywords: atmospheres, phenomenology, philosophical anthropology 

 
Hunter-Gatherer Atmospheres  

Mood, performance and fitting in – reflections from a San context. 
Authors: Chris Low (!Khwa ttu San Heritage Centre) chris@thinkingthreads.com  

 

Abstract: Study of the practical and social strategies that underpin band life has been foundational to 

research on hunting and gathering. The breadth of this work to date is considerable and the detail 

impressive, ranging from optimal foraging theory to highlighting the social values of exchange 

networks or fireside chats. In the face of this it remains remarkable that the critical importance of 

mood is almost entirely absent from discussion. At the most simple level, if the mood turns bad in a 

self-reliant band the survival of the group is immediately threatened. In this presentation I wish to 

draw on anthropology and ethnography of the San to explore the significance of mood to recent 

hunter-gatherer life. My presentation pulls together a range of examples from links between jewellery 

and correct behaviour to ways of doing things ‘nicely’ or properly that sit somewhere between praxis 

and ritual. My argument highlights a role for aesthetics as a way of thinking about good and right 

behaviour supporting the right mood and the right outcomes. 

Keywords: Mood, aesthetics 

 
Hunter-Gatherer Atmospheres  

The atmosphere created by hunter-gatherer social interactions 
Authors: Daiji Kimura (independent) daiji.kimura@gmail.com  

 

Abstract: As the session chairs wrote, we feel a unique “atmosphere” when we stay with hunter-

gatherers. In my research in Baka Pygmy society, I have used words such as “softness”, “quietness”, 

or “elusiveness” to describe this atmosphere. In the discussion of Schmitz and Böhme’s “neo-

phenomenology”, the concept of atmosphere has a strong connotation with the environment or 

scenery, but the atmosphere I am discussing here is something that arises from the mode of social 

interaction. I have studied this phenomenon empirically using time-sampling and conversation 

analysis methods and was able to show that Baka interactions are characterized by (1) multi-

connectedness, (2) interpenetration of self, and (3) resonance of acts. First, their interactions are 

basically multi-coupled, not dyadic, and have no evident center; I described this as “parallel distributed 

interaction (PDI)”. Second, no person has clear individuality; for example, in a conversation, voices 

and topics frequently overlap. Finally, in Baka conversations, there is an overlapping mode of intense 

utterance and other modes of long silences. The voices heard in their village also frequently switch 

between lively and quiet phases. This different way of connection may have important implications 

for our fragmented way of life under COVID-19. However, it remains unclear how these characteristics 
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are related to hunter-gatherer subsistence and their environment, which I would like to consider 

throughout this session. 

Keywords: Hunter-gatherers, social interactions, multi-connectedness, interpenetration of self, 

resonance 

 
Hunter-Gatherer Atmospheres  

A Moral Kill: Atmospheres of honour in contemporary hunting practice 
Authors: Tanja Theissen (University of Cologne) tanja.theissen@uni-koeln.de  

 

Abstract: Not only because hunting seems to be far away from the German society’s majority’s day-

today-routines most hunters have the feeling that they must justify what they are doing. It is 

important for them to highlight that hunting is a legitimate way to produce meat and that hunting 

should not be confused with plain killing. Here, the concept of Weidgerechtigkeit (translated as the 

ethical or honour code of hunting) becomes important. It distinguishes the “good” from the “bad” and 

is therefore an integral part of the identity of all those who want to see themselves a good hunter. 

But this code of ethics is not only relevant in terms of the interior frontiers of the group of hunters, 

but also in terms of the exterior frontiers separating the hunters from the non-hunters.  

From a legal point of view, anybody how abides the rules is a good hunter. But from a moral point of 

view, Weidgerechtigkeit includes much more than the legal rules. Rituals form a great part for a 

morally correct hunting practice. They are much more than an empty role play but help hunters to 

regain their moral integrity that is at stake by killing game animals, which are conceptualised as 

embodied creatures alike the human self. These rituals and their atmospheric effect on the hunting 

practice will be analysed in this talk. In particular, the question of how certain atmospheres are created 

and why they are significant on an intersubjective level will be addressed. 

Keywords: contemporary hunting practice, Germany, Europe, atmospheres, multi-species 

ethnography 

 
Hunter-Gatherer Atmospheres  

Man the hunter, woman the carer and a bear – Entangled in emotions 
Authors: Maja Pasarić (Institute of Ethnology and Folklore Research, Zagreb) maja@ief.hr  

 

Abstract: The paper focuses on the interactions between bears and humans in near recent East 

Siberian hunting and gathering communities, and examines affective engagements, narratives and 

practices related to the life and death of bears that humans have hunted, reared in captivity, 

ceremonially killed and dismembered. Certain contexts highlight dissimilar embodied experiences and 

participation in a different set of practices for men and women that might have led to them engaging 

in distinct affective interactions with the bear. The contribution will consider what emotions might 

have shaped specific narratives (such as charms) and practices, or might have been expressed in them, 

together creating powerful affective atmospheres for both species. This is done by consulting Russian 

language ethnographic and folklore literature, dating from the end of the 19th and the beginning of 

the 20th century, about the communities living in the region of the Amur River in Siberia such as the 

Nanai, Ulchi, Udege and Nivkhi. 

Keywords: humans and animals, bears, emotions 
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Hunter-Gatherer Atmospheres  

The Formation and Change of “Bad Camp” Atmosphere among the Baka 
People 
Authors: Yujie Peng (Shizuoka University) houketu@gmail.com  

 

Abstract: This paper provides the case of the Baka people in southeastern Cameroon, to discuss the 

formation and change of the “bad camp” atmosphere by considering time and space. Among hunter-

gatherers, the location of a camp is regarded essential to their subsistence, as discussed already in 

anthropology as well as in archaeology. In the case of the Baka, a site on the hill and close to a river is 

usually considered convenient for long-term foraging in the forest. On the other hand, residents’ 

evaluation of a camp could change or vary from the social aspects, such as death, divorce, or intense 

relationships as the reason for fission-fusion. While facing such negative situations, in the author’s 

study field, the Baka usually complain that their living camp or village is “bad (siti)”. In this paper, the 

author gives a detailed description of a series of events during fifteen days in a Baka’s foraging camp, 

to identify the process of the formation of “bad camp” atmosphere. The author found that, although 

several “bad signs” (animals’ attacks, dubious disease, people’s fights, etc.) continuously appeared 

every day, people’s complaining did not increase follow the signs. It was exploded during a night talk 

when they were keen on complaint, and then diminished as they turned their interests to “healing” 

the camp. Thus, the atmosphere of “bad camp” in this case study is considered formed by the 

resonance of sentiments which based on their sense of co-presence. 

Keywords: co-presence, sentimental resonance, time and space, Pygmy 

 

Hunter-Gatherer Atmospheres  

Ecosomatic Bodying as Ways of Attuning to Forager Atmospheres 
Authors: Doerte Weig (Movement Research Barcelona) Doerte.weig@gmail.com  

 

Abstract: How is the bodily feeling and atmosphere of being a member of an egalitarian forager 

group? I will explore this question by drawing together my fieldwork experience with Baka forager 

groups in Gabon with my study and practice of somatic and ecosomatic practices. The field of somatics 

addresses our human sensory-motor system and how movement and awareness are related processes 

that affect each other. The emerging field of eco-somatics views somatics as inseparable from 

ecological health, and encourages sensory perception of the human body both in and as part of alive 

ecologies. Ecosomatics resonates well with an understanding of atmosphere as describing ‘a “feeling” 

that fundamentally exceeds an individual body or conscious subject, and instead pertains primarily to 

the overall situation in which a multiplicity of bodies cohere’ (Riedel 2020:4). Many researchers will 

affirm that most forager groups would simply not understand the concept of seeing themselves as 

physically separate from their environments. Given this ecologically-bodily interwoven perspective, I 

will advance the argument that to consider the atmospheres of forager societies, it is helpful to start 

questioning and theorising from and with a concept of the human body not as a rigid ‘body’, but as 

dynamic ‘bodying’. I will reflect on the changes I witnessed in Baka socio-somatic bodyings, and how 

these transformations impacted co-living with the more-than-human. I will close by addressing the 

importance of shape-shifting researchers’ perceptions of their own bodying as key to conducting 

meaningful research on such questions. 

Keywords: Ecosomatics, Bodying, Ecology, Socio-somatic, More-than-human 

 


