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Introduction 

The diffusion of the notion of “symmetrical anthropology” (Latour 1994) had 
great repercussions in contemporary social sciences, at least in Brazil. One of the 
aspects it addressed was the problem of power relations between “anthropologists” 
and “natives”. What was at stake was the “right” of anthropologists to formulate 
culturalist generalizations about the natives, such as “they are like this”, “they 
think like this”, “they act like this”, etc. The main implication was that to assert 
oneself as “authority” over the culture of others might be a remnant of the link 
between anthropology and colonialism. It implied to think about open the idea of 
ontology. 

In the mid-2010s, Descola (2013) and Latour (2013) revisit the debate by sug-
gesting the idea of ontological pluralism as a balm for the anthropologists’ dilem-
mas of living together and having to address the ontologies of the “others”. The 
“others” that they found in ethnographic production, without delegitimizing them 
as consistent ways of seeing the world. 

Before, still in the 1980s, Terence Blake had published a work of great rele-
vance to the debate on what he called “pluralist flexi-ontology”. The author sum-
marizes the contributions of Deleuze, Lyotard, Serres, and Feyerabend. According 
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to Blake (1981), a pluralist and flexible ontology is a central feature of the contri-
bution of these authors. Particularly, from Feyerabend, Blake recovers the strands 
that underlie his “epistemological anarchism”: anarchism, skepticism, relativ-
ism, and pluralist cosmology. From Serres, among other issues, Blake retrieves a 
statement about how the knowledge relationship of the “body” (or person) with 
the world occurs: “My body… is not plunged into one unique and specified space 
(…). It sees in a projective space, it touches, caresses, and manipulates in one 
typological variety, it suffers in another and understands and communicates in a 
third” (La Distribuition, 201). Blake records that, according to Serres, we inhabit 
a multiplicity of realities, of incommensurable spaces in disordered, fluctuating 
connections. But this swarming multiplicity of diverse spaces is repressed by the 
smooth unified space of transport and displacement without obstacles, by a uni-
versal rational space (Blake 1981, 59). In sum, Serres condemns scientism, or the 
belief that only science has reason. In this sense, what we could call the “sense of 
objectivity” is radically “local” in time and space, and thus relative. A universal 
objectivity, presupposed by rationalizing science, would therefore not be possible. 

I try to balance myself here so as not to fall into the hierarchical trap. Although 
I do not consider the notion of pluralism to be sufficient, what I propose in this 
work is the coexistence in the academic debate of different ways of knowing, even 
those that challenge the most deeply held convictions, avoiding the circularity of 
classic and/or conventional arguments of rationalist science. 

This article is a contribution to these reflections from a field experience. It 
explores statements, epistemological boundaries, and ontological stability. It was 
motivated by a revisiting of the imponderabilities of fieldwork conducted almost 
thirty years ago. It revisits memories and my master dissertation’s field diary1  
to raise questions that have to do with the present—the problem of polarizations 
involving science and religion—and formulates provisional questions about the 
formation of frameworks and agencies of the worlds to which we turn when we 
think “ethnography” and “mediunity”. 

Ethnography and mediunity2  are categories that refer to phenomena that have 
intrigued both “scholars” and “practitioners”. It is supposed that both have dis-
positive circumscriptions that are quite referentially recognizable. Ethnography 
has been associated with anthropology by historical appropriation, and mediunity 
with “Spiritism”—specially in Brazil from the works of the French Leon Rivail, 
best known by the public name he adopted, Allan Kardec. 

This paper does not contain conclusive statements. It is a set of notes and 
reflections, still somewhat fragmented. The text seeks much more to raise ques-
tions and note instabilities than to sublimate the reading inconveniences in a 

1 My master’s dissertation (Groisman 1991) was an inquiry whether Santo Daime was a “sha-
manic” religion. So I was, let’s say, “subordinate” to an academically shaped research project. 
And I was interested in investigating elements of Amazonian shamanism that might be present in 
Santo Daime in the Céu do Mapiá.
2 I adopt the category mediunity instead of mediumship, as it is closer to the word used in Brazil, 
“mediunidade”.



Ethnographic Incorporation: Research, Mediunity … 13

synthesis, and in affirmative or positive conclusions. My aim in this manuscript is 
not to elaborate a phenomenological argument about the analogy between ethnog-
raphy and mediunity, so I will mention it punctually, but I will not systematically 
configure what approximates the ethnographer’s experience to that of the medium. 
My purpose here is to refer and problematize the conditions that encourage us to 
segregate the inevitable sensitivity of living together. As well as the experience of 
important events in the field, where rationalist and materialistic convictions are put 
at risk by the “empirical realities” that we live in. And which we choose to omit 
for the conveniences and inconveniences of academic prestige. 

And I do not refer here to mediunity, incorporation, and ethnography as precise 
concepts, but as referential categories for all our dialogs, without needing to have 
a common concept. Of course, the differences may be subtle, but there is no con-
ceptual concern, merely consolidating existential and communicational variability. 
And inspiring this variability is the notion of devir, which French authors enunci-
ated more contemporaneously. The idea of devir, from my point of view, evokes 
an approach to the life of beings as manifesting states of mind, some more perma-
nent, like the idea of the existence of an ego, and others more provisional, like the 
bonds that a person establishes with ideas, values, and social groups. And in this 
sense, to emphasize this problematization, I adopt the word mediunity, which is 
phonetically close to the word most used in Portuguese, mediunidade. The choice 
of a neologism mediunity emphasises the ideia that there is a plurality of forms 
and events that are reified in the generic category mediumship. 

In sum, first, I include notes that aim to situate the reader in the comprehensive 
theme. Then I try to point out and problematize perspectives associated with the 
central argument about analogies. These analogies refer to the learning of crafts 
that conceptually have nothing to do with each other: mediunity and ethnography. 
In this sense, and exploring aspects associated in the literature to the notion of 
mediumship, I use the notion of “incorporation” as an exercise to think of a com-
mon predicative. I also present a situation experienced in fieldwork as a param-
eter for reflection. Afterwards, I try to discuss implications and epistemological 
conditions involved in the “ethnographic” craft that imply rethinking a “dialogical 
ontology”, which I call “(re-)flexible(-ive)”. 

Finally, it is also worth noting that “Espíritas” (“Spiritists”) in Brazil are gen-
erally recognized as being people who feel bound by an intellectual-spiritual 
connection with the movement triggered by the work of Allan Kardec.3  And rel-
evantly, Kardec’s work, especially his Livro dos Médiuns (Book of mediuns) 
(Kardec 2003), influenced the religious collectivity, popularly recognized in life 
and literature as Santo Daime, and with which I approach here as a contextual 
framework.

3 “Alan Kardec”, for some, is the pseudonym of Hippolyte Léon Denizard Rivail, born in Lyon, 
France. For others, “Alan Kardec” is the name of a Celtic entity “channeled” or “mediumized” 
and psychographed by Rivail. Curious about animal magnetism, Kardec ended up exploring 
“unusual realities” of human experience. Especially in Brazil, his writing generated what became 
known as Kardecist Spiritism.
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A Singular “Amazonian” Religion 

In the late 1980s, having become aware of the existence of religious groups known 
for using a psychoactive substance in rituals in the Brazilian Amazon, I developed 
a research project. I started this project with a fieldwork for my master’s disserta-
tion on Santo Daime. Santo Daime refers to the substance ingested in formal ritu-
als or on special occasions in the life of participants, called Daime. But it has also 
been used to identify one of the traditions that were established in Brazil around 
the use of substances derived from ayahuasca.4 

In certain way singular in South America, in Brazil, organizations/move-
ments considered “religious” and “institutionalized” have emerged for the use of 
Daime. In chronological order of foundation, those religious collectivities that 
use preparations derived from the use of ayahuasca in South America and call it 
Daime were: (1) the Círculo de Regeneração e Fé (Circle of Regeneration and 
Faith) (C.R.F.). The C.R.F. probably operated between the years 1900 and 1930, 
at the border between Brazil and Bolivia, and was led by Antônio Costa and 
André Costa. (2) A second one, “Alto Santo”,5  was founded by Raimundo Irineu 
Serra, Mestre Irineu, probably in the 1930s, on the outskirts of Rio Branco, Acre. 
Irineu Serra is considered who named the preparation of Banisteriopsis, Daime. 
(3) Other best-known organization, the Centro Eclético de Fluente Universal 
Raimundo Irineu Serra (CEFLURIS) (Fluent Center of Universal Light Raimundo 
Irineu Serra), was founded in 1974, under the leadership of Sebastião Mota de 
Melo. CEFLURIS became later ICEFLU – Igreja do Culto Eclético de Fluente 
Luz Universal (Church of the Eclectic Cult of The Fluent Universal Light). 
Another derivation was founded by Daniel Pereira de Mattos in 1945, also on the 
outskirts of Rio Branco. 

In short, the religious collectivity I approach here as a contextual framework for 
this reflection is Santo Daime-CEFLURIS (later ICEFLU) was founded by Mota 
de Melo and his followers as a result of his previous relationship with Irineu Serra. 
After attending Alto Santo until the death of Irineu Serra, Mota de Melo, who is 
known as Padrinho (Godfather) Sebastião, had organized a new group, whose 
actual site is in the village of Céu do Mapiá in the south of the state of Amazonas. 
In the 1980s, the Santo Daime began its national and international expansion; 
today it has groups on several continents.

4 “Ayahuasca” is a word in Quechua, an idiom spoken particularly in Peru. Translated as “vine of 
the dead” or “vine of the spirits”, it refers to a vine of the genus Banisteriopsis. Today, ayahuasca 
has been generically associated with various substances made with Banisteriopsis, whose use is 
widespread among indigenous groups on the slopes of the Andes Mountains, and since the 1990s 
in other parts of the planet. Santo Daime groups use the composition made with P. viridis, called 
among Santo Daime participants Folha Rainha, ritually prepared together with B. caapi, called 
Jagube. Banisteriopsis contains particularly harmine and harmaline, and P. viridis, contains 
dimethyltriptamine (DMT). The biodynamic combination of the two substances in the digestive 
tract is thought to trigger the effects of ayahuasca. 
5 Organized around the Centro de Iluminação Cristã Luz Universal “Alto Santo”.
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I risk here some generalizations about Santo Daime, just to situate the reader. 
In fact, there are particularities in each group that uses the Daime that allow me to 
present these generalizations in the sense that they give only a “panoramic” view 
of the Santo Daime. But that says little about how the daimistas think and live as 
individuals and organized groups idiosyncatically. 

In this sense, the “daimista tradition”, particularly of the branch initiated by 
Mota de Melo, has been approached in literature as a permanent “opening” to 
the influences of other religious and initiatory systems, more particularly of spir-
itualists and spiritists, such as Kardecism, esotericism, shamanic systems of the 
Amazon region, and more recently the New Age movement and Umbanda. 

This aspect has made researchers approach Santo Daime as an expression of 
a dynamic style of religiosity. This dynamic style provides not only the incorpo-
ration of elements, but also the gathering of new adepts. In a certain way, this 
dynamic corresponds to the notion of evolutionary eclecticism (Groisman 1991), 
which Irineu Serra adopted, compensating in terms of attraction for their rejec-
tion of proselytism in general in the cosmo-theology of the group. And instead 
of appropriating other systems’ notions and practices in accordance with human 
social-political conveniences and directly questioning the idea of syncretism, 
Santo Daime was configured to be a space for people to have the experience with 
the Daime. This will indicate whether it makes sense to incorporate the substance, 
as consistent way to a knowledge about spiritual life. 

The daimist religious services take place in a concentric space, with men sep-
arated from women, in designated spaces. The sessions occur with the ingestion 
of the Daime, prayers, instrumental and vocal execution of hymns that members 
regard as received from the spiritual plane. There are also sessions in which the 
main activity is the bailado, a synchronized “choreography”, and others in which 
people remain in silent “concentration”. There are also religious services for needy 
people, called trabalhos de cura (healing works). 

The expectation of the “work” is to establish contact with the spiritual plane. 
This contact is made through a “spiritual current”, that is, a kind of energy result-
ing from the involvement of the participants in the ritual.6  In turn, this contact 
scales, allowing its irradiation to people who participate directly or indirectly in 
the rite. According to the participants, this irradiation produces knowledge, self-
knowledge, power, health, and well-being. And learning how to contact the spirit-
ual plane and even the incorporation of invisible forces is considered a continuous 
and intermittent process. It may be governed by the ritual activity combined with 
social life and connected with the idea of “spiritual development”. The scale of 
this process is therefore not limited to those people who drink Daime in a ritual 
context. That spirituality can then be approached from different points of view is 
an important standpoint of the Daime religious style. The spiritual is perceived and 
ontologically confirmed by the experience of the miração (a word that evokes a 

6 The native notion of corrente espiritual (spiritual current) can be considered in the same field of 
events that in Kardecist Spiritism is associated to the category irradiação (irradiation).
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special form of seeing), resulting from obtaining knowledge about the beverage 
and the spiritual life. In this sense, mediunity arises in the dynamics of social rela-
tions and rituals of the Daime religions; and mediums formed in other spiritualist 
traditions, such as Umbanda, find a place to “work”. 

Santo Daime has been considered a “doctrine” whose cosmo-theology is con-
tained in the hymns sung in the “works”. As an example, the daimistas consoli-
dated a reincarnationist perspective based on the experience of receiving a hymn. 
And that reinforces their links with the esotericism that spread the Hindu idea of 
karma and reincarnation, Kardecism, Umbanda,7  and indigenous shamanism. 

Incorporation in the Field: Mediunity, Ethnography, 
and Ethnographic Incorporation 

I think it is useful to distinguish the incursions of researchers into the field in 
terms of extensiveness and intensiveness as epistemologic poles. Extensivist 
fieldwork would be that in which the researcher moves into the territory occu-
pied by the people with whom he intends to work and collect data. In this case, 
the researcher does not focus on promoting intensive, everyday relationships and 
symetrical coexistence. In general, he relies especially on the available literature, 
which acquires a very important status, on interviews and population mapping. His 
main task is to collect information about people in order to sociologically describe 
a totality, and so, to analyze motivations, ideo-cosmologies, ritual and social 
structures, by considering the information collected generically in relation to a 
circumscribed population. What one might call intensivist field research involves 
establishing and elaborating an intense, everyday relationship with the people with 
whom one wants to work and research. Residence, food, and existential survival 
depend on this relationship. One must submit oneself to learning the life that he or 
she thinks “the other” lives, to the rules of coexistence and social practices, and for 
a long period of time. 

In short, I think that in anthropology, extensivist field research is inspired by 
the notion of ethnology. And intensivist research is inspired by the idea of ethnog-
raphy. My first field research, as an example, which I conducted in the late 1980s, 
was inspired mostly by an intensivist project, but through academic conduct, it 
ended up having more impact as an extensivist approach. 

So, it was during the field research I did in Céu do Mapiá, in the south of 
Amazonas for my master’s thesis, an event occurred and motivate the reflection 
I present here. As soon as I arrived, I heard rumors about a mother of saint, as 
some Brazilian Afro-inspired religious collectivities call female leaders. She was 
coming to Céu do Mapiá to organize giras, which is the name given to the event 
that umbandistas carry out for the incorporation of entities. I also became aware of 

7 Regarding the relationship that daimistas have with mediunity, authors have argued that the 
reception of hymns may be related to mediunity.



Ethnographic Incorporation: Research, Mediunity … 17

the existence of a group of Umbanda who participated in the activities of a Santo 
Daime-(then called) CEFLURIS branch, Céu da Montanha.8  The group was led by 
a Mãe de Santo (mother of saint) known as Baixinha,9  in Lumiar, not far from Rio 
de Janeiro. 

At the time, the coming of Baixinha to Céu do Mapiá was considered an impor-
tant diplomatic event. It was taken as establishing an “alliance” between daimistas 
and umbandistas. An aspect worth to be explored elsewhere, this notion of alliance 
was based on a logic in the daimista cosmo-theology of “spiritual battle”, associ-
ated with the idea that, on the spiritual plane, there are groups of spirits referred 
to as “phalanges”. An alliance between spiritual phalanges may be desirable for 
the spiritual battle. Therefore a spiritual alliance was to be established. And events 
were organised to mark those moments. 

I now revisit a passage from my fieldwork, which occurred during those alli-
ance events. I consider it a synthesis of what I am discussing in this paper: the 
epistemological and ontological implications of an exercise of analogy between 
empirical/cosmological dispositions of mediunity and ethnography. That is, moti-
vations, inclinations, conveniences, and everything else that conditions the per-
sonal volition of mediums and ethnographers, especially when they consider they 
have crossed some frontier of knowledge about themselves and about the world. 

I transcribe my field diary. First, it is important to point out that, at the time, I 
was and considered myself an “anthropology apprentice” and that my training as a 
researcher did not suppose that “personal experiences” were among the “relevant 
events” for the elaboration of an academic document. In a way, I understood that 
the focus was on what happened “with the other”, the “native”. So I reported in 
the following way in my field diary what happened on May 22, 1989 in the “Gira” 
that took place in Céu do Mapiá during my fieldwork. I add to the original text 
some notes to help the reader: the original text is in bold, and my new comments 
are in parentheses: 

Céu do Mapiá, May 22, 1989—Field diary 
(…) The fire already crackled in the terreiro (“terreiro” for umbandistas is the 
place where the Giras take place). I sat down and waited. No shoes or socks. 
The carapanãs (mosquitoes) they attacked hard. The “Gira” began (it was a 
large circle with more than 50 people), and Baixinha chose some men and some 
women. Among them, Valdete and Chico Corrente. Alfredo passed the pito 
(Santa Maria cannabis). She looked me right in the face. Soon I began to feel 
an energization of the legs. The knee that had hurt in the other “Gira” hurt 
again and soon I was in the current (current is what daimistas call the spiritual 
connection or energy that is established by the “spiritual work” of the session 
participants). My hands stretched down. As in the Star (this refers to the spiritual 

8 Céu da Montanha was a Santo Daime church located in the rural area of Mauá (RJ), Brazil.
9 On Baixinha and her life, see Santos 2016.
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work “Trabalho de Estrela”, or Star Work), I soon saw that I was being watched 
by one of the “actuated” people (people who are spiritually incorporated). Then 
without perceiving (distracted by the body sensations), in a fraction of a sec-
ond, Baixinha’s face came towards me, she pulled me (to the center of the cir-
cle) and the ground disappeared (it seemed that I didn’t need to be conscious of 
the ground below me). I was driven by a light, but very present, force to walk 
backwards (yes, I walked backwards, I looked at times, thinking I could collide 
with someone, but soon I thought that the force was driving me without problems). 
And I stayed for a while like this. Soon, I stopped and someone lightly pulled 
me (it was a man who pulled me and at the same time, with his thumb, rubbed 
the muscles of my hands between my thumb and index finger) and I walk as auto-
matically. But something told me that I should also drive that force (still back-
wards, something told me that I should do the same with that man) and I also 
felt a touch on the upper knuckle of my fingers, (the moment I started rubbing 
the muscle of my interactor he relaxed and left me) until I pulled my hands and 
went to position myself (in the middle of the terreiro). Next thing I knew, I was 
right in front of the fire, about ten steps away. And I felt that all the people sur-
rounded me in (what I thought was a kind of) veneration. I had a feeling of being 
rooted and I felt like the Oxóssi10  itself. This lasted a few minutes and then I 
kept looking at people’s gestures and feeling that their “actuated” gestures 
made a lot of sense, and that I hadn’t felt that in the other “Gira”. That’s when 
Baixinha sang a ponto (as people from Umbanda call the entities) “Balança a 
Samambaia” … (Shake the Samambaia—a sacred plant in Umbanda). And said 
to prepare the “aparelhos” (the tangible body) to go away (to the entities to leave 
the “aparelhos”) and when she said that, that presence I had “incorporated” 
disappeared or went away. Then I was just “caught” in the “pito”, feeling some 
presence again when Baixinha began to say goodbye to the entities. She then, 
still acted by the caboclo “Tupinambá”, spoke about the passage of responsibil-
ity of “Gira” to Valdete (the son of Sebastião Mota de Melo). She said that he 
was enlightened and that he had a great mission and Chico Corrente (a leader 
of Santo Daime who had already known Umbanda) would help. The work ended 
with the farewells of Baixinha. She talked a lot about obedience to the com-
mand, that many people were worried about their “aparelhos”, and that Valdete 
had to “prepare” the “aparelhos” of this personnel. 

(I wrote in the margin of the page of the Field Diary:) I am a medium! (A her-
esy for a researcher? Perhaps I should have written, “Am I a medium ?”) 

Some images remain in memory: the great circle of people in the darkness of 
the forest illuminated by the fire; the moment when I was distracted and feeling a 
tingling in my legs, seeing Baixinha in front of me putting her hand lightly on my 
head, making me “fall” in the middle of the circle, already incorporated; walking 
“backwards” without having to look back, thinking how it could be happening; 
the person who held my hand and walked around the circle with me, squeezing 

10 Oxóssi is an Orixá of Umbanda, generally known as the divinity of the forests and hunting.
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the bases of my thumbs; the moment I reversed the movement and began to do the 
same with him; stopping in the center of the circle and feeling that everyone was 
looking at me with “reverence” (which seemed unusual to me as I had felt invis-
ible until that moment). 

I think that one of the main personal reasons for rejecting this experience as a 
legitimate part of an ethnographic study, and beyond, for regarding it as a harm-
ful lack of academic morality, was to adhere to an important aspect of common 
sense in Céu do Mapiá. Or, that the person having a strong experience like this 
and something like my feeling of having incorporated the force of Oxossi may be 
suspected of “self-exacerbation of the ego”. I was advised to avoid commenting 
to others on my extraordinary experiences with the Daime. As much as I had the 
urge to ask people what had happened to me, I didn’t do it. More seriously, I com-
pletely excluded the experience from my dissertation. In the dissertation, I referred 
only generically to my “personal experiences” in the introduction, when I men-
tioned that for me the “fieldwork” had been an “altered state of consciousness” 
(Groisman 1991). In the search to formulate what I thought would be an academic 
palatable text, I missed the opportunity to delve deeper into an aspect that today 
I consider central as a relevant reason to conduct field research, or to encourage 
us to think about knowledge in its material-corporeal implications. This omission 
makes me think about the “formation” of mediums and ethnographers. 

Furthermore, and relevant to this reflection, when I was in the Netherlands to 
conduct field research on the daimista groups for my doctoral thesis in 1998, I 
participated in and accompanied, as a guest, the first Gira que Baixinha led in a 
European country. This Gira took place in a church that could be rented in the 
town of Ruigoord, near Amsterdam. Everything, however, was very different from 
the experience I had in Céu do Mapiá. In this event, I remained an “observer”; I 
photographed the movements and gestures of the Dutch who were incorporated 
by entities. I can say that, ultimately, after all those years, my domestication as an 
university professor had perhaps cooled my mediumistic impetus. I didn’t incorpo-
rate, I didn’t feel affected. Perhaps my armor as a “scientist” was working. 

On Mediunity: Notes on Disturbing Epistemologies 
and Ontologies 

At a time when psychoanalysis was still trying to consolidate itself as a field of 
knowledge about the psyche, and when rationalist paradigms were competing hard 
with spiritualisms for popularity in the public sphere, a restless Sigmund Freud 
wrote: 

In my opinion, the person who does not think it is possible to assimilate and use all that 
does not show great confidence in science. … which may prove to be true in the assertions 
of the occultists. And especially with regard to the transmission of thought, it does seem 
to favor the extension of the scientific mode or, as our opponents say, mechanistic think-
ing to mental phenomena that are so difficult to grasp (Freud, 1933).
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Freud particularly referred to the discussions of mediunity. Since then, there is still 
a lot of paradoxically rationalizing mystification, in the sense that the subject is 
still treated as subservient and vulnerable to a psychiatric perspective. 

A critic of Freud, Lévi-Strauss (1976), somehow associates himself with the 
concern about the status of knowledge and of ontologies: 

Instead of opposing magic and science, it would be better to put them in parallel, as two 
forms of knowledge, unequal in terms of theoretical and practical results […], but not by 
the gender of mental operations, which both suppose, and which differ less in nature than 
in terms of the types of phenomena to which they apply (Lévi-Strauss 1976, 34). 

From their formulations, I speculate: Freud and Lévi-Strauss, notorious for ration-
alism, were concerned with the mediocrity of rational thinking that reifies the 
phenomena to fit its own categories of ontological validation. Even if we do not 
consider the cosmological implications, it is necessary to consider that mediums 
in their groups are, in one way or another, powerful beings. And their process of 
learning skills, the scale of their training, and the performance that unfolds from 
their skills are parameters and criteria that establish their prestige, their social cir-
culation, and their contribution to relational life. That is, even if we do not accept 
that mediunity is a form of contact with peculiar planes of existence, it is incon-
sistent to think of the activity of mediums as if it were only a “phenomenon of 
the mind”, as many of the social scientists who have approached the subject have 
done. In this sense, learning and the scale of a medium’s training and performance 
can be seen in analogy to learning and training in other “crafts”. In the develop-
ment of mediunity, each step is a way of capitalizing on learning, in the sense that 
it incorporates in life and personal trajectory prestige experiences, social circula-
tion, and their contribution to relational life. 

Also in his or her formation, the medium can come to know better the entities 
that s/he is incorporating, just as the apprentice ethnographer is learning and trying 
to model his ethnographic “self” with the passage of time. Ethnographic appren-
tices—but not only them—are encouraged to read relevant authors and incorpo-
rate, at least analytically, their experiences and contributions into their own work. 
This stimulus can be seen and considered as an academic “channeling” and “ener-
gizing”, as it not only promotes the analytical incorporation in the text itself, and 
in the argument, the models and ideas of other authors, but also, when well car-
ried out, they empower academically the author, as incorporate spirits empower 
mediuns. 

The unfolding of the process communicates whether the “development” is ade-
quate or not, but it also models this other “self”, which is enabled socially and 
cosmically to incorporate the academic spiritualities, and what is also socially and 
cosmically enabled to be called “ethnographer”. 

Contemporary authors like Ehler Voss (2014), Emily Pierini (2016), and 
Gustavo Chiesa (2020) have contributed with relevant ideas about the relation-
ship between the agencies of mediunity and anthropology. Voss presents an inter-
esting reflection on the controversies surrounding the category medium in the 
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nineteenth century and in the field called media studies. The author mentions Ioan 
Lewis’ provocative analogy between the agencies of shamans and anthropologists. 
Voss’s approach is relevant to societies in which the phenomenon of mediumship 
emerges from situations involving individuals. In societies that have been regarded 
as “holistic”, like Brazil, other aspects of these analogies may be pertinent, par-
ticularly the collectively lived experience of being a medium. Relevant here is 
what Pierini (2016) remarks: 

When discussing mediumship, my interlocutors used to carefully position what is 
intended as mediumship in the Vale with respect to categories used in other mediumis-
tic religions or Spiritualist groups. As a medium’s instructor pointed out, in contrast to 
Spiritism and Anglo-Saxon Spiritualism, mediums in the Vale are not interested in pro-
viding evidence of an Afterlife, nor do rituals imply communication with spirits of the 
deceased, nor do they perform psychic readings. “If you ask a North American medium 
about mediumship, he would report on mind powers, telekinesis, psychokinesis, and so 
forth. It is cultural,” he said. Others firmly rejected the use of the category of “possession” 
(Pierini 2016, 29). 

Pierini’s and Chiesa’s research in Brazil addresses the conditioning factors that 
lead us to segregate or include our sensitivity in the ethnographies we write. 
Unlike being the “voice of the native” or “putting yourself in the shoes” of the 
other as an ethnographer’s craft, what is intended here is to think of the craft, as 
Pierini defines it in her fieldwork at the Vale do Amanhecer (Pierini 2016), by 
seeking to find “common grounds” (26) to be and think together with the other 
about the shared field experience. Pierini regards it as a priority of her ethno-
graphic attitude “to re-educate” her “own body becoming skilled in this way of 
knowing” (2016, 46). 

In turn, in another interesting contribuiton of self-observation, Chiesa (2020) 
mentions an event during his fieldwork in an Umbanda center in Brazil. Invited to 
develop his mediunity as an “aspirant”, in one session, he became aware of bodily 
sensations. Spiritists recognize these sensations as the approaching of a spiritual 
entity willing to incorporate. What makes the incorporation event possible is sur-
rendering or being willing to “receive” the entity. Chiesa, however, mentions that 
he refused to carry on with this sort of experiences. In his account of fieldwork 
events, Chiesa makes what he considers problematic remarks about his fear of 
“losing control”: 

(…) “there were several moments” when he “carelessly tried not to feel or participate in 
anything, trying only to observe, record and “collect” what was happening in the “giras” 
or in any other activity of the house, as if it were possible to establish a clear separation 
between participation and observation, between acting and paying attention or, to put it 
another way, between being in the world and knowing the world. (Chiesa 2020, 228) (my 
remark and translation). 

And he adds:
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Interestingly, such an attempt at separation—derived from the absence of a true ontologi-
cal commitment to the other (…)—meant, in the view of the mediums and leaders of the 
terreiro, that I had not been able to leave Anthropology on the “outside” (Chiesa 2020, 
229) (my remark and translation). 

So Chiesa very directly refers to the sensitivity of the people he was doing 
research with and their dexterity in detecting that he was unavailable for the expe-
rience that they themselves lived, and that is a fundamental aspect for them to 
make sense for them to be there, sharing their experience with him. 

Problematically, even for a conventional culturalist, hermeneutic, or structur-
alist anthropology, there is a perception that the “native” sensibility denounced 
an anthropology’s “invasion” as illegitimate and/or inappropriate to the “aspir-
ant’s process of learning”, obstructing him from a “practical, direct and sensitive 
engagement with what was happening there” (Chiesa 2020, 229). And perhaps dif-
ferently from Voss’s perspective (2014), who tried to approach the issue of medi-
umship from the point of view of its controversial character, to see mediumship as 
also a heuristic dispositive that helps us to consider how intransitive an ideologi-
cally rationalist conception of knowledge can be, may be relevant. 

When I joined the Gira da Baixinha, I had no intention to learn about medium-
ship in Umbanda or to explore spiritual “frontiers”. I wanted, perhaps in a simplis-
tic way, to understand how the processes of association and articulation between 
these umbandistas and daimistas were configured. But much more, I was limited 
by the conceptualist research proposal, which was to investigate whether Santo 
Daime was a form of shamanism or not. The dualism of a positivist project was 
restricted enough to prevent me from approaching what really interested me in 
that field experience. My disposition and motivation was, let’s say, Geertzian: to 
collect and interpret data on the dynamics and grammar of the Daime “culture” 
in order to “interpret” and “understand” the “cultural text” that was composed by 
my “data collection”. Yes, anthropology in the early 1990s was different from the 
anthropology we share today. There was at the time no Amerindian perspectivism, 
“affectations”, or consolidated anti-relativisms. 

For my purposes here, this is fundamental, because it projects and consolidates 
a conviction that there is a correspondence between dispositives. On the one hand, 
what we know in academia, the limits and horizons of our craft as conditioners of 
an (our) attitude, our initiatives and priorities of volition in the field. And, on the 
other hand, of the skills that are cultivated in the “academic training” for research. 

This seems to me distinct from the approaches of Chiesa (2020) and Pierini 
(2016, 2020), who have written important works on the relationship between 
the agency of the ethnographer and that of the medium. Both Chiesa and Pierini 
were stimulated and agreed to go through formal initiation processes. Although 
in my fieldwork I was stimulated to take the Daime, no one proposed to me that 
I “develop my mediumship” before the event I report in this paper. That is, my 
“experience” was completely incidental and unpredictable. And my disposition to 
“surrender myself to the experience” and effectively “run the saint”, that is, to let 
myself be taken to where the entity, or energy, or mental device, as you prefer, 
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took me, contrasts with the works of Chiesa and Pierini, because, after all, moti-
vated by a conventional and reifying “academic” standpoint, I neglected to men-
tion that event of knowledge in my dissertation. 

In short, it is not the singularity of my experience or how much it empowers or 
enables me to tell truths or speak for the other that is at stake, but rather an epis-
temo-onto-methodological activism that I hope will stimulate fellow researchers to 
consider these experiences as central to the “production of knowledge”, along with 
the data on others and the theoretical and analytical contributions that they “incor-
porate” from the authors they read. 

Regarding “Capitals”: Ethnographic and Mediumistic 

Bourdieu (2004) and his “symbolic economy” stimulate me to think that I “capi-
talize” “empirical” experiences by establishing an intense relationship with the 
daimistas. However, I despised for many years almost all the educational and crea-
tive—and so ethnographic—power of the minutiae of the flow of this relationship. 
Therefore I now try to rescue. In this sense, I also seek to rescue Tim Ingold’s view 
that relational processes in society are fundamentally devices to “educate attention” 
(Ingold 2015). In these relational processes, I include my observation of the life of 
“scientists”, a socio-political category to which I am considered to belong, and their 
developments in the field of ethnography. On the other hand, reliving these experi-
ences in text stimulates thought about the strategies and mechanisms of selecting 
what is or becomes ethnographically relevant in the documents we produce. 

We can say without much guilt or fear of personalization that anthropology as 
we know and constitute it is “multi-schizophrenic”, living between being a sci-
ence, an art, a philosophy “with people”, an educational enterprise, etc. One could 
argue that these are “different devires11 ” constituted by the flow of the “life” of the 
anthropologist(s) into the “life” of anthropology. These “selves” that a person or a 
field of knowledge can “experience” are incorporated into live and existence in dif-
ferent ways. 

I do not have space here to make a thorough comparison between the medium’s 
and the ethnographer’s training. I have to say that there is a central aspect: if you 
want to be a medium, just like if you want to be an ethnographer, you often “have 
to give in to the experience”. And an important aspect of this “delivery” from the 
point of view of the ethnographer is the quality of the apprentice’s willingness to 
live with the people with whom he does research and wants to analyze. For the 
most part, “training” is aimed at preventing or even embarrassing this “surrender”, 
particularly when it evokes the status of “distancing”.

11 The concept of devir is supposed to be originally elaborated by Heraclitus of Ephesus. Roughly 
may evoke the idea that nothing in the world is permanent except change and transformation. 
Deleuze & Guattari (1995) particularly return to the notion of devir, unfolding its contemporary 
implications. Here, the idea is that changes in attitude, conduct or behavior may express different 
devires. 
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The constraint of “surrender” to experience is one of the few contrasts between 
conventional academic learning (even if in anthropology often camouflaged by the 
intellectual control of engagement with the native) and mediumship learning, at 
least among daimistas. While in academia there is controversy and disqualifica-
tion of the researcher who “surrenders” to the native, in daimist spiritism there is 
almost a consensus that learning and spiritual development—in sum, to serach for 
“knowledge”—depends on this “surrender”. 

Paraphrasing Malinowski (1984 [1922]), we need to pay more attention to the 
“imponderables of the ethnographer’s real life” when conducting an ethnography. 
Moreover, in this sense, it is the imponderabilities, circumstances and/or contin-
gencies of all types of interlocution we establish specially in fieldwork that, with 
the forgiveness of obviousness, conditions the craft of ethnography. Another rel-
evant aspect is how we treat the “experiences of others”, all the more when we are 
involved in their logic and implications. 

These imponderables of the life of the ethnographer are part of the experi-
ences that unfold in what Márcio Goldman provocatively called the “religion of 
anthropologists” (Goldman 2006) and whose constituents Gustavo Chiesa (2020) 
sketched. And it associates itself in some way with what Rita Laura Segato raised 
(Segato 1992). Discussing how anthropologists have reified the experiences of 
their research collaborators by projecting them into a rationalizing text, Segato 
evokes the importance of taking these experiences more consistently. That is, some 
of them may ultimately not be reducible to analytical categories (Segato 1992), but 
they should perhaps not be omitted from ethnographic evocation. 

These “nativeness” experiences are, after all, in a certain way the unfolding of 
a kind of adhesion and disposition to the contingencies and circumstances of the 
“religious life” “incorporated” and taken as instrumental knowledge of and for the 
world. Thus, research experiences often unfold from processes of “adhesion” and/ 
or “counter-adhesion”. It is not a question of taking adherence or counter-adher-
ence as conditions of positioning, but of addressing them as analytical events, 
potentially fundamental to fostering a self-reflexivity or an opening of horizons of 
dialogue. 

This reflection evokes a problematic aspect of research training, when it stim-
ulates and conditions the consistency of the analysis to the so-called “distance”. 
Distancing, as we have learned in methodological disciplines, aims to allow us to 
control and avoid making the involvement, and the journey in the field, dependent 
on the bonds established. Thus, as a “condition” of “being scientific”, “distance” is 
thought to allow us to approach the subjects without “emotions”, “affections”, or 
“passions”, which would “blur” and compromise the analytical gaze. 

However, when in the field, researchers’ lived experiences cannot be considered 
exempt from the tensions and implications of any intense personal relationship. 
And a non-transferable approach to the people with whom they need to establish 
a possibly twenty-four hours a day coexistence, may be expected. Therefore, any 
expectation of being able to “distance oneself” is subject to constraints, and one of 
the most central issues is reciprocity.
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About Reciprocity and Distance 

In the flow of reciprocity in the field, relations are generally constituted by a game 
of expectations and frustrations, both of which unfold in the fluent established 
relationships, and in the ethnographic evocation of this fluency. For this reason, 
the fragmentation “to be there”/“to be here”, that Geertz (2002) explored can be 
take by some inconsistently and/or too literally. One of the main objections is that 
“being here” is still “being there”, since it has no meaning if it does not efficiently 
evoke “what happened there”. That’s at least the fictional effect of ethnography. 

In short, the criterion for stating that “one is here” is very problematic and literal 
because it starts from a restrictive phenomenology. For a researcher who writes about 
his “life in the field” in the form of rationalizing descriptions or narratives that evoke 
lived events, there is certainly a projection and remembrance of what was, and what 
is, “being there”, although reconfigured, “present” in memory and imagination. 

Contributing to this reflection, Paul Ricoeur addresses the theme of the “hermeneu-
tic function of distancing” (1977), arguing that distancing is in effect a tacit attribute of 
the work elaborated. Or, that is, by elaborating in an organized manner a perspective 
on the experience that, in this case, underlies the production of a referential text—be 
it an account of events or of the reflective trajectory—may be a radical distancing pro-
duced implicitly. In other words, the text is not the “experience”, although it can be 
affirmed that producing the text is already an experience of distancing. 

An unfolding of this argument suggests that a real engagement in the play of 
relations makes the “distancing” unsustainable in the field. And that becoming 
“distanced” from others overlaps with the inherent distancing from the production 
of the corresponding evocative text. In other words, applying the epistemological 
density of distancing oneself “in the field” and “in the text” implies a double dis-
tancing. It ultimately consolidates a certain “convenient” lack of commitment with 
the very experience of coexistence and relationship, which could be called a blasé 
methodological attitude. What would be considered inconvenient for the fruition 
of this blasé attitude would be denounced and disqualified in the academic fruition 
of the texts produced. On the other hand, to be consistent with this experience is 
to carry out the unfolding of this experience, which also includes the disturbances, 
tensions, and strangeness lived by ethnographers. 

A (Re-)flexible(-ive) Ontology 

I end with a brief, imperfect, and provisional formulation of what I am call-
ing a (re-)flexible(-ive) ontology. I must say that I elaborated the category from 
the invitation to participate in the Workshop “Skill and Scale in Transnational 
Mediumship”,12  so its “youth” means it deserves even more work and exploration 
as an epistemological proposal.

12 December 13/14, 2018 at a.r.t.e.s. Graduate School for the Humanities Cologne, Germany.
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In the more recent tradition of Eurocentred philosophy, the trends that condi-
tioned intelectual and ontological perspectives that were consolidated in history 
in general affirmed or were conditioned by a cognitive model of being and non-
being. Even when considered empirical knowledge and experience, it may be 
linked to affirmations of immanent forces and eventually recognize transcendence, 
only when associated with ideology, or with what I would call a “monodivinity”. 

Therefore, the contemporary challenge appears to be to think of ontologies that 
intersect and recognize a pluriconsistency of human experience. I am convinced 
that it is not possible to consider an ontology more consistently corresponding to 
the “real” experience of being, or truer, than another. The efficacy or the consist-
ency of a specific ontology is condtioned at least by power relations, dominance 
and convenience. We may consider that our personal circumstances and the con-
veniences that make us adhere to a anthropological perspective on being—and 
on the world—make ontological, or at least metaphysical interrogation, may be a 
dynamic and dialogical process, in this sense, reflexive and flexible. This reflection 
would not be directed to the production of affirmations, but to the maintenance of 
an always interrogative attitude, at least toward our own convictions. This would 
not be an original principle in Western philosophies and sciences, but nor would 
it be linked to an expectation of the production of a truth, even if temporary. The 
activity of the ethnographer would thus be stimulated by a constant and effective 
deconditioning, what I would call an epistemological activism. But not the politi-
cal activism that we have practiced to convince others in favor of making a spe-
cific epistemology dominant. 

A critical and reflective principle is that academic conditioning and domestica-
tion might make us act uncritically and think according to some parameters and 
not others. We “adhere” to these parameters, making them the criteria for select-
ing and judging statements and establishing links and academic loyalties with 
theories, models, or people. These criteria are organized in a personal episteme, 
a reflection on other shared epistemes. To an episteme, even the most singular, 
always there would be a corresponding ontology and a cosmology. That is, an idea 
of how knowledge is arrived at corresponds to a specific formulation of what the 
world is and how it works. If I think that knowledge is only the result of the sys-
tematic application of a scientific method, I think that the world is substantially 
reachable as a phenomenon through the application of techniques of experimenta-
tion and the accumulation of data and information, and that the application of a 
phisicalist criterion is sufficient to obtain knowledge. But is it sufficient? For what 
kind of knowledge? 

When we choose to accept or adhere to models and authors, we are establish-
ing a chain of authorities. This chain unfolds in a sort of “network” of dialogue. In 
order to be accepted in this network, it is necessary to demonstrate that our adher-
ence to the author’s model or thought is consistently reproduced. It should make 
political developments that enable us—or prevent us—to share spaces and goods, 
such as academic positions, salaries, and research funding. This system of prestige 
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and ascension, it appears, is segmentar and deleterious to the formulation of ontol-
ogies and cosmologies in the field of academia that in fact reflect what we live 
(and with whom we live) in empirical research. 

Thus, ethnografic integrity and consistency even at the personal cost of not 
ascending to the most prestigious academic positions or of not receiving funding 
for research, is a challenge. In this particular sense, I think that the consistency 
(and credibility) of the knowledge we produce in anthropology is directly linked 
to the degree to which our general criteria and parameters of recognition of fac-
tualities allow us to treat the “factualities of the others” symmetrically. That is, 
considering them not only plausible as a cognitive device, but also ontologically 
possible, even if our own rationality does not confirm this “factuality”. I am call-
ing this ontology (re-)flexible(-ive), in other words, an ontology that is continu-
ously self-questioned, that is reflexive, and that opens space for other ontologies 
to express themselves and dialogue with ours, being eventually “incorporated” in 
our analytical thinking. Here I am not creating anything new, but am only project-
ing into other categories the daimista disposition, in a certain pragmatic way, con-
tained in the notion of “evolutionary eclecticism”, as an example of the dialogical 
relationship I am proposing. 

Someone may argue, “But this is the rule of the game! And it’s unfair not to 
want to play the game because you don’t like the rules.” But isn’t problematizing 
rules that condition and establish specific power relations one of the most impor-
tant tasks of the social sciences, and particularly of anthropology? 

Today, this theo-methodological principle has allowed the daimistas, and in 
particular, I must mention the name of a leader of Santo Daime-ICEFLU, Enio 
Staub, to establish “spiritual alliances”. Under his leadership, what was called his 
“daimista Church” became a “ceremonial center”. Staub has been also articulat-
ing what he calls an “alliance of the forest peoples”. In this alliance, Staub and 
his companions have established social, political, and ceremonial relations with 
indigenous and non-indigenous groups, both those who use plants and psychoac-
tive substances: the Guarani of Santa Catarina; the Huni Kuĩ, from the region bor-
dering Brazil and Peru; the Wixárika and the Sacred Fire of Itzachilatlan, from 
Mexico; and even with other groups that do not use them, the Koi-San, from 
Namibia. 

In sum, to think of a (re-)flexible(-ive) ontology in a certain way unfolds, with-
out simply restating in other words, the idea of “ontological pluralism” related to 
the positions of Latour (2013) and Descola (2013), which is still in my view reluc-
tant, perhaps in preserving a non-dialogical and non-flexible coexistence between 
different ontologies. What seems questionable is that the idea of maintaining a 
pluralism without a dialogical articulation configures an academic resistance to the 
idea of eclecticism. In my view, the idea of recognizing solely an ontological plu-
ralism, although a starting point, does not advance in the sense of unfolding itself 
consistently in the relationships between ethnographers and interlocutors, at least 
in the field.
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The proposal of a (re-)flexible(-ive) ontology is less interested in proposing 
eclecticism as a principle, but takes into account that the ethnographic craft and its 
epistemological implications often require not only the recognition of pluralism, 
but also the possibility of incorporating consistently dialogical knowledge from 
the “others”. 

A (re-)flexible(-ive) ontology is, in my view, what motivates and consolidates 
this new dialogical phase in contemporary anthropology. If the scientist is con-
vinced of his ontology, if he is sure that the world is as he thinks, it is because 
the knowledge thus produced communicates that to him. If his way of seeing and 
doing guarantees him a stable and prosperous position, he will hardly want to con-
sider what I am presenting here. But if part of the role of the researcher is also 
to instabilize and challenge certainties and conditioning, perhaps I can have some 
hope that this reflection may not be sterile. 

Afterword13 

A manuscript is, in a way, a living being. What makes it alive is the dynamic 
writing-reading-context. Bot the writer than the reader can be transformed over 
time. As can the contemporareity of readership. An invitation to discuss the ideas 
presented here in a permanent seminar on Brazil at a North American university 
motivated me to make some changes to the text originally presented at the 2018 
Skill and Scale in Transnational Mediumship workshop and also to include the fol-
lowing notes. 

First, for some years now, I have dedicated myself to revisiting my field 
research diaries, to contribute to the training of young researchers with a critical 
review of those written material. The pandemic and the difficulties encountered in 
doing fieldwork nowadays came to consolidate and reverberate with my initiative. 

Second, in a workshop of HEAL, the research network I coordinate with Emily 
Pierini, Sidney Greenfield recalled with provocative and transcendent sensitivity 
that anthropology was a creative field of study that stimulated a curious look at 
others, until it settled into the academy. While the academy has provided anthro-
pologists infrastructure and survival, it has in fact conditioned their fluency and in 
a certain way bureaucratized many dimensions of their praxis. Professional stabil-
ity brought well-being, but it accommodated them, for many, self-reflexivity and 
critique were supressed, so that some anthropologists became research project 
“engineers”. This gave them survival resources and even prosperity, but could give 
them epistemological and ethnographic cynicism. 

So perhaps I can say that what I am trying to do here is to re-encounter a 
Rousseauian way to recover a certain state of the art of anthropology that I think 
Prof. Greenfield referred to. It is not about breaking the alliance that anthropology 
has forged with the academy, but to make it less conventional and less conditioned 
by an anti-creative prosperity.

13 My thanks to Sidney Greenfield, Diana Brown and the other organizers of Columbia’s seminar 
on Brazil, for the opportunity to share an earlier version of this paper with a sharp and inspired 
audience. 
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Third, as it is known, an early version of this text was originally written for the 
mentioned workshop, which was shared with people familiar with the theme of 
what has been called mediumship and also with the notion of ethnography. And 
the reflection proposed for the workshop had the character of a theoretical-con-
ceptual discussion of mediumship only as a background. What I did there and I 
try to do here I think could be called a clinical approach, in the sense that I took 
an event as an object of attention and reflection and clinical in the sense of a clin-
ical anthropology. So, the concern was also not to propose a reflection only on 
concepts, even because, as we have contemporarily discussed, it is inconsistent to 
think of universalizing concepts as instruments of dialogue and reflection, funda-
mentally because of their eventual intransitivity. That is, if I elaborate or take an 
existing concept, I am always assuming a point of view that is consensual only 
within an intellectual-social circumscription. 

In short, the conceptualizing literature is interesting as a starting point for those 
who want to think about concepts. My point here is to take referential categories 
as they are collected in the trajectory and in the empirical-ethnographic experi-
ence. In this sense, it is included any event or thought that occurs to us when we 
are conditioned by the program of being with people. People whom we think are 
part of a world or intellectual-social circumscription, cut out by us, and whom we 
consider, even if relatively, in common. So, first, it is important to say that I take 
as plural the insertion or channeling of some presence in our thought and so in our 
body and that we recognize as not being hitherto proper to our experience as flesh 
and blood beings. So, acting in the world—for ethnographers—implies living eth-
nographic challenges, in this case, in fleeing, facing or circumventing. If facing is 
the choice, a closed ontological attitude although may reduce the profits of a pro-
jection in a mediocre scholasticism, it seems to also make closed other horizons. 
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