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(Introduction: Renée Bellamy speaking in 2021 over spare guitar chords)  
 
Welcome to Independent Dance. This talk is part of our digital library, which houses an extensive 
collection of material to read, watch and listen to drawn from IDs programme over the past decades. 
This talk is part of the crossing borders series, which ran between 2008 and 2018. And featured dance 
artists in conversation with people from other fields, including philosophers, scientists, geographers, 
and architects, the entire library is free to access at independent dance.co.uk/library.
(2011 audio file begins)  
 
Kirsty Alexander  	
We're delighted because Gill was very enthusiastic about having Tim Ingold come to talk to us, and you 
said yes. So I think what Gill and I spoke about initially about you were your ideas about life as a 
process of movement in your recent book, being alive. You say that art, architecture and anthropology 
have in common, that they observe, describe and purpose, and that there is perhaps discipline waiting 
to be defined and named, where these three fields meet. So in the lab process that we've been doing 
for the last year, we're exploring these ideas, Tim, in the context of embodied experience, we can't say 
knowledge, because we think it's too heavy a word. But after your talk, Kirsty Alexander is, who's been 
in the lab is going to share questions. So over to you.	

Tim Ingold  	
Thank you very much, and it's a great honour to be here. I'm just an anthropologist, I don't know much 
about dance, or anything like that but I hope I have something useful to say, I really have have four 
objectives in this talk today. These are objectives that we've been trying to work on in my own 
Department of Anthropology at the University of Aberdeen. The first one is to try and establish an 
approach to creativity, and to perception, which will bring together the movements of making observing 
and describing, it tends to be in particularly in the academic world, that people think they should first go 
out into the world, to observe things to collect data, information about the things they find in the world 
and then they take this information back and then they go on to describe it, as though at that moment, 
when they finished collecting their information and start to describe it. It's as though there's a cutoff 
point so at that point, we finished what we finished collecting the data, now we'll describe what we 
found. And such descriptions can only give an account of the world that has already settled out, 
precipitated out in a certain way and what we're trying to do instead is to find a way of joining with 
things in our acts of observation and description, joining with them in those very movements of 
formation and dissolution. So how can we how can we describe things in a way that joins with them, 
rather than turns our back on them? That's the first objective. The second one relates to the field of 
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study that is nowadays known as the study of material culture. Material, students of material culture do 
tend to be preoccupied with ready made objects, with objects in the world, things that you can maybe 
buy in shops, or that we see like glasses and tables and chairs and things of this kind. What we've 
been trying to do is to refocus the study from those ready made objects onto the circulations of 
materials, that these processes of circulation of materials, sorry, to focus on the circulations of 
materials, rather than on ready made objects. And one of the effects of doing that is to take apart the 
conventional way we have of associating creativity with innovation, we tend to think that something is 
creative, if it can be ascribed to some new idea of which that thing is the product. But we want to argue 
instead, that creativity is about life processes, and it's about the capacity of life processes to bring 
things forth, rather than the novelty of the results compared with what had gone before. Take for 
example, simply, not simple at all. But take the process, which leads to the birth of a new baby, right? 
That's probably one of the most creative things that can happen in our world, giving rise to a new life, a 
new person. You wouldn't say when that baby is born, wow, that's a novelty. We've never seen one like 
that before. That was we don't think of the creativity of giving birth to a baby in terms of its realisation of 
some previous design that somebody had put there or maybe only the people who produce design the 
babies do that kind of thing. One thinks of it in terms of a process of growth, the capacity to bring things 
forth. And when you think about creativity in that way, then it is in no way compromised by practices 
that seek to copy pre existing models, and I'll come back to that. The third thing we're trying to do is to 
explore the generative dynamics of skilled practice that are precise in what they do and being precise 
about to respond to moment by moment variations in the environmental conditions in which they're 
enacted. That means that regardless of whether you're trying to do something new, or to copy a past 
precedent, any skilled practitioner has to improvise. So the emphasis then shifts from thinking about 
creativity as innovation to thinking about creativity, as improvisation. And the final thing that we've been 
looking at is the potential of drawing, as a method, and a technique that has been much neglected in 
recent scholarship, but which has the potential to reconnect, observation and description with the 
movements of improvisatory practice and again, I'll explain more clearly what that means in a moment. 
This is to think of drawing, not just, as a means to illustrate an otherwise written text, but as an 
instructive practice in its own right, and to think of the lines of drawing as weaving the text and the 
texture of our work. Now, in order to pursue those four rather abstract sounding objectives, there are 
three things we need to do. Briefly, they are to follow the materials, to learn the movements, and to 
draw the lines and I'm going to say a bit about each of those, and what they entail in terms of our 
practices, and procedures of research, or scholarship, or practice. So to start with following materials, 
I'd like to give an example of this from a my own teaching in Aberdeen, I teach a course or have been 
for some years called the four A's anthropology, archaeology, art and architecture, and one of the 
principles that I've adopted in teaching this course, is that we, rather than expecting students to find 
their knowledge by reading books, we do practical things that lead students to ask rather fundamental 
questions through the things they actually do, through experiments. One of the experiments that we've 
done over a course of a couple of weeks is like this. First of all, I ask every student to bring back to 
class for objects that they've found lying around, typical found objects, they each have a project site, 
which they have to visit every week. So I tell them to go to the project site and bring back four objects, 
maybe a couple that they think to be natural, and a couple that they think to be artificial. We put all the 
objects in the pile, mix them up, and then people select them out, and we start looking at them. As 
people look at these objects and examine what they are, they hold them very carefully. Hold it like this 
look and feel and says, yes, this seems to be a glass, it's delicate, in the way they touch it, they 
wouldn't pick this up and smash it or throw it at anybody, they would pick it up and look at it very, very 
carefully and decide where did it come from, how they didn't get there. And so on. The next week, I tell 
them to bring back from their project sites some materials, they can bring them back in bottles or bags 
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or whatever they want and people come in often come in with lots of sand or mud or leaf litter. Or 
sometimes things that look a bit like objects and then I give them all, I get some sheets of hardboard 
cover them with wallpaper paste and tell them to get to work with these materials. And they smear and 
they smudge and they do a kind of Jackson Pollock, and they throw things at it and we end up with 
some artworks. Then is the key question: What difference did it make that this stuff that you were 
dealing with? You thought were materials and not objects? Because actually anything can be treated 
either way. If I wanted, I could treat this glass as material. I could perhaps smash it up, or I would do if I 
took it to the recycling and put it in the thing it would get smashed up and might be used to make 
something else. So, the question then is what difference does it make if we look at something as an 
object, or if we look at something as a material? And the difference is precisely this, that when they saw 
things as materials, they could squeeze them, throw them, smash them, mix them up with their own 
movements, with their own bodily substances with whatever they liked. There was no concern to handle 
with care, or to preserve the form. When they treated things as objects, they treated them as though 
they were detectives, or museum curators, you're handling very carefully not to distort it not to bend 
anything, because if you did, you might be destroying the evidence, so to speak. So, when we treat 
things as objects it's as though they've precipitated out in a fixed and final form, there they are fixed and 
static. To say that something is an object is like saying, here it is, process completed, the final form, to 
treat something as a material is to treat it as potential to grow to be to become something other than it 
is at the moment. So ,the difference between thinking of the world is full of objects, and thinking of the 
world is full of materials, is a difference between thinking of a world of being in which everything is as it 
is, and thinking of a world of becoming, in which everything is becoming whatever it might turn out at 
some stage to be, and everything that it is, is just a particular staging post, in the history. So, you look 
at that table there and you say, well, actually, that's just a particular moment in the history of that piece 
of wood, and it could become lots of other things. If you think of it as an object, there, it's a table. Now 
sort of follow the materials then, rather than to look at objects is to enter this world in which things are 
always becoming nothing is ever stable, to look at anything is to look at its potential to become 
something else, and that means to treat what we find in the world, in a sense, not as objects, but as 
things, and there's a critical distinction here between the object and the thing. So, an object is a fait 
accompli, it's already made, and in a sense sort of turns its back on us and say "I'm finished now I've 
got nothing more to do with you." So that's an object, okay? That's it's like a thing that blocks my path 
and gets in the way. A thing, on the other hand, is something that draws us in. It's like an entanglement. 
We don't quite know where it begins or where it ends, and the best analogy I've found for it, is to think 
of it as a kind of knot. You might draw an object like this... There's an object. If I draw a thing, it's 
something like this. Something like tangled shoelaces, or something of that sort, where you say, okay, 
there's a whole lot of stuff in the middle here and that's what we've identified. So, there's a thing here, 
but the thing has lots of loose ends, that go trailing off in all sorts of different directions, and becoming 
parts of other things. One of the things I want to say is that really, the world is not made up of objects. 
It's not made up of building blocks, as we're inclined to think it is made up of things, and in that sense, 
the world is woven, the body is a thing, it's not a closed block like that. It's a thing like this, that is 
leaking out in all kinds of directions and if it wasn't for this leakage, if it wasn't for the fact that 
everything there is, is always leaking out in lots of different directions, life would not be possible at all. 
So, to follow the materials is to follow these particular lines, the flows of materials that come together, 
the coagulate and disperse in different kinds of ways. Imagine that the world was like a great big 
kitchen. In the kitchen, you've got cupboards full of materials to make something, the materials had to 
be mixed, brought together, heated, stirred and in the process, they're transformed and become parts 
of other materials, which eventually perhaps you eat and they become part of your body which is also 
transforming. So, we have this world in which everything is in movement, in flux, but there are sticky 
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points in the middle, things where things jam together. Sometimes because of the friction, the forces 
pulling in opposite directions, shoe-laces hang together, because you tie the knot tight and you've 
pulled into contrary directions and that creates a sticking point in the middle. So, if we ask, how do 
things have their stability from the friction created by opposing forces. So that's the difference between 
objects and things and the next distinction we can make then following from that is between what I call 
the network and the mesh work, a this is a fairly crucial out. I'll draw a diagram again to illustrate that, if 
you just bear in mind that contrast, then if you have a world of objects you could draw it like this.  Now, 
here's one object. Here's another object, here's another object, another object. And then we say, okay, 
these objects, they're all connected in networks in relations with one another, and so here's perhaps a 
person who uses them, and so we'll draw lots of lines here. So, for example, in my briefcase over there, 
I have a toilet bag, which contains a hairbrush and a comb, and shaving equipment, and so on, and so 
forth, and here as I began to use them, and they're all connected up in my toilet bag, in this network of 
relations, but these lines are simply lines that we've imputed, they're not lines that actually exist in the 
world. This line here stands for a relationship between, say, hairbrush, and comb. But if the world is like 
this, if everything in the world is like a tangle, and here's another one, and here's another one. Then 
actually it looks a bit of a mess, but it means that what we've got is actually a world that is woven, out of 
a tremendous number of tissue of interlocking and interweaving lines of movement and growth, and 
that's not such an abstract idea, you just think, if you go to a place where a river has undercut the bank, 
and it carves a section so that you can see what things look like underground, say in a wooded area, 
and you can see all those tree roots, and the way they all interweave with one another, you see that 
that's what things underground are like or every time you take in your garden, you'll find that mesh of 
complex root structures, which tangle with one another like that you don't find a nice tidy network 
between discrete plants, because plants aren't like that. Plants are like this, and so, incidentally, are 
people. So, you think well, you can perhaps move between these two perspectives, there are times 
when the world does look a bit like this. For example, if I'm getting to work, I get out my hair brush and 
comb, my shaving kit, and so on, it's sometimes helpful to think that you've got a set of discrete objects 
here, and you knew what the relationships between them are but sometimes, actually, when you get to 
work with your hair brushing comb and shaving kit, it's a bit more like this. So as soon as you move 
from the contents of your toilet bag, as you basically lay them out on the shelf in your bathroom to 
actually get to work, it suddenly moves from here to there. So, in life, it's as though we zoom in and out 
between these two perspectives. Sometimes we see collections of objects in front of us and deal with 
them in that way and think of the relations between them. But sometimes, and particularly in the midst 
of activity, we find that it's all like this a tangle in which every object ceases to become a discrete thing 
and becomes a sort of network or knot of different entanglements and lines, think of yourself combing 
your hair, for example, your comb gets tangled up in your own hair. It's not a relationship between one 
thing and another, but two movements, the movement is the hair, which grows and curls in particular 
ways and the movement of the comb, which you're moving with your video hands. Actually, I hadn't 
thought of that example before, but it's quite a neat one to think about that difference. So, in a sense, 
what we do in life is we're continually zooming in and out between these two perspectives, this view 
tends to be a somewhat distanced views. So, we're looking at things, and this view is a rather close up 
view, where we're really in the midst of what I call the labours of proximity when we're actually at work 
on things and very close up to them. Sometimes that's been linked to a contrast between two modes of 
perception. On the one hand, the optical, which suggests the distance projective view like I look at you 
or that thing up there or the sign. And the haptic, which is more like the really close-up perception I 
have at the moment in trying to figure out what I scribbled on this piece of paper. The one thing I want 
to stress is that, this is not this distinction between the zoomed out optical perspective and a zoomed in 
haptic perspective is not a difference between eyesight and touch. It's a difference between two 
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modalities of relating to the world, which crosscut all the senses, that is to say, you can have both 
optical and haptic vision, just as you can have both haptic and optical touch. Haptic vision, for example, 
is the kind of vision of a practitioner who's concentrating, I'm thinking of, say that you're weaving or 
engaged in embroidery, or basketry and your hands are involved in a complex, manipulative operation. 
And you see the practitioner at work, really concentrating, almost myopically looking sort of close up at 
this kind of thing and feeling what you're doing with the fingers, as you're watching with the eyes. That 
is a haptic kind of engagement. Although it involves the eyes, it's close-up and quite different from the 
sort of thing when you're looking at a view at objects at a distance. But you can also have optical kinds 
of touch, I think, that is forms of touch, which actually, are touch at a distance. For example, I think, in 
the use of the keyboard is one example of such optical touch, I think too, that when a museum curator, 
touches his objects, with gloved hands, to make sure that not only does nothing get bent or destroyed, 
but there's not even any possibility of exchange of bodily substance between the handler and the 
object. That too, is like a kind of optical touch. In fact, I once did an experiment, where we were asked 
to feel an object inside a black rubbish bag, literally given a rubbish bag, and we were given a solid 
object inside the bag, and the task was to feel that object with your hand, which you couldn't see 
because it's inside the bag, and with your other hand, feel it with the left hand with the right hand and to 
draw on a piece of paper, what you thought that object looked like. That, to me, was a very optical kind 
of, of touch, it was all about using the fingers to find the form of the thing, but not in any way to engage 
with it, texturally, or something that you could manipulate, like threads for embroiderer or wool for the 
knitter. So that's what following movement, following materials is about. I want to move down to the 
next stage, which is to learn the movements and here I want to get back to the point I made earlier 
about creativity, very commonly, in public discourse to which we're accustomed the discourse I 
suppose, of commodity capitalism, creativity is equated with innovation. In fact, many people treat 
these terms almost as synonyms. So, if you're being creative, you must be being innovative, end of 
story. Seems odd even to question it, but to equate creativity with innovation entails what I would call a 
retrospective glance, it's to take something an object that has been completed, then say, we've never 
seen an object like that before, it must be the realisation of a novel idea that came to the mind of 
whoever made it, or whoever designed it, and then the creativity is attributed to that mind that came up 
with the novel idea that was expressed in the object. That means that when we identify creativity, we do 
so by reading backwards, we read backwards from the finished object to the idea in the mind of the 
person who is credited with having thought that object up or come up with a design for it. It's like 
saying, when you see a work of art, for which there's no parallel, you see a work of art and you think, 
okay, that work of art must be the projection onto canvas or whatever surface of an idea that was in the 
artists head and wasn't the artist creative because he came up with this idea for a picture, which we've 
never seen before.  So it's to start with what looks like an end product, to end with initial idea and 
suppose that making, say an artwork lies in the relationship between the idea and the end product, it's 
to look back over what has already been done, and then say retrospectively, "that artwork that I can see 
on the wall is the realisation of that idea that must have been in the artists head when he or she 
began." The alternative view, which I want to commend to you, is that we think of creativity as 
improvisation rather than innovation, and that means that it's got nothing to do with novelty, it's not as 
though we're saying, is this thing here, different from anything that we've seen before? It may be, it may 
not be, that's beside the point. The point is that this thing has been brought into being somehow or 
other, the painter was painting, the basket maker was weaving, the pianist was playing. There were 
activities that were going on and those activities were creative in the sense of growth that they were 
bringing music, sound, movement, art, baskets, into being, and in the movement of bringing things into 
being, as I'll show in a moment, the practitioner has to improvise, why does the practitioner have to 
improvise? Because the conditions under which something is made or enacted, are never constant. 
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They're always variable, the environment in which we find ourselves in any situation is a dynamic 
environment and as we're engaged in any practice, we have to respond to that and there's a critical 
distinction that has to be made here, between accuracy and precision. Accuracy might mean doing 
something to exact measured specifications. Precision means doing something in a way that hits the 
target, exactly, regardless of what the conditions around that might be. So, this distinction has, been 
made in relation to the study of dance where it's argued that what the dancer learns, through the 
practice of movement is precisely precision and not accuracy. If movement was predetermined 
metrically then the slightest deviation, would throw the whole enterprise of course, the measure of 
precision lies in the ability of the practitioner to always adjust or fine tune movement in relation to a 
continual monitoring of the task as it unfolds. Actually, the basis of this distinction comes from work by a 
Russian neuroscientist, or movement scientists who is working in the 1930s called Nikolai Bernstein, 
who wired up a skilled blacksmith, by putting light bulbs on various joints, shoulder, elbow, wrist, and he 
put the blacksmith to work hammering on an anvil. And he's a skilled blacksmith so every time you 
hammer down he got his hammer on exactly the right point on the anvil but what Bernstein found when 
he observed the trajectories of the elbow and shoulder and wrist, which he filmed was that every stroke 
was different, and that came to be known as Bernstein's paradox. How is it that the skilled practitioner 
is able to bring his hammer down in exactly the same spot every time, given the fact that the arm 
movements are different every time and yet it is only through the arm movements that the hammer is 
contrived to move? And the answer to Bernstein paradox is that what the skilled practitioner is doing is 
continually adjusting this movement to a monitoring of the task. That is what makes the difference 
between a skilled practitioner who can move with precision and one who can only move as a machine 
would move with metric accuracy. That's a critical difference, now in order to move with precision, you 
have to improvise you cannot be following a fixed motor programme. You have all the time to be 
adjusting your movement and therefore improvisation is a necessary part of precision. Therefore to 
learn the movements, learning movements is not a matter of acquiring fixed motor sequences, it's not a 
matter of training a body to act in a mechanical way, in order to replicate precisely the exactly the same 
movement over and over again, rather, learning to move is learning how to adjust one's body in relation 
to the evolution of the task in which that body is being set to work. One way to put this is to say that 
learning is a kind of kinetic self-exploration, it's an exploration of one's own bodily capacities of 
movement. This happens in the life of every child, as they learn to walk, for example, studies of infants 
learning to walk have shown pretty conclusively that it's not as though every infant was pre-
programmed with a kind of walking set of walking instructions that at a particular moment kick into 
action, and they then proceed to enact these instructions. Rather, what happens is an infant who's 
current still on all fours, one of the main problems for the infant is to get around, they need to reach 
things they need to get to places and they will experiment, through kinetic self-exploration, with 
whatever way they can find of getting around. At the same time their bodies are growing, as bodies do 
and the centre of gravity is shifting, which makes it more and more possible to achieve an upright 
posture as the baby grows. So, most of the vast majority of children converge on the same solution, 
wow, a really good way to get around is on two feet. Once you've just got the balance, right, a bit of 
experimentation, a bit of help from other people, bit of things to hold yourself up on and you'll get the 
hang of it. So, it's not as though they have a programme for walking all in place from the start. It is 
rather that all children end up walking, because they all converge on the same solution which they've 
arrived at, through a process of experimentation, and an improvisation. That then has implications for 
what we mean when we talk about embodiment and it's become very popular in the social sciences and 
the humanities, to talk about the embodied practice, everything's got to be embodied these days, and 
you so you stick this word, embodied in front of anything that's going on, and you solve the Cartesian 
problem, no more worries of mind body dichotomies, and everything is all sorted. Actually, you haven't 
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sorted anything at all, you don't deal with a dichotomy, simply by knocking one of the poles out there we 
don't like minds, we'll keep the body and very often people write about embodiment or the body as 
though the body was some kind of sink, as though stuff sediments into it and settles down in the form of 
some kind of habit. But the body is not like that, the body is not like a package, we don't experience 
ourselves and others, as packaged, as with all these skills and ways of being that is somehow 
sedimented down and sunk into our body. Rather, when we think of ways we move, we move from the 
body. The body then is a centre from which movement extends out into the world. So, it's not as though 
movement has sedimented into the body. Rather, if we want to say that practices are embodied, it's a 
body that is continually stretching out into the world. In other words, it's a body that looks like this and 
not like that, when we say that skills are embodied, we don't mean that they're inside here somewhere. 
We mean that they're pouring out all the time, along these bodies, that real living bodies are always 
pouring out into the world, in all kinds of ways, in their activity in their sound, your breathing, air is 
coming in, going out, sound is going out and coming in and so on. So, bodies are like this, not like that. 
When we talk about embodiment, we actually mean the way in which practice issues forth along all 
these wiggly wiggly lines it's complicated. So, when we learn to move, when we learn the movements, 
in effect, that learning is an education of our perception, it is not the internalisation of some, kind of 
motor schema. It's rather an education of perception that allows us, all the time to adjust our own 
movements in relation to our perception of what is going on around us. In doing that, then we might 
copy what other people are doing, we might try to emulate what other people are doing, but the 
resemblance between what we do and what the master that we're copying from is doing is, if you like, a 
horizon of attainment, it's something that we try to, to achieve rather than something that is given from 
the outset. So for example, I play this, as a cellist I'm playing the same movements from Bach's Suites 
as all cellists do, and cellist are all obsessed with Bach's Suites, for unaccompanied cello and they play 
them over, and over, and over again, and I do the same, and to the despair of everybody in the vicinity, 
I play the same movements of these suites over, and over, and over again, and I want to get it right and 
I never will, but I can work towards a sort of asymptote. And I know that I'll get nearer and nearer and 
nearer to it, and that's although when copying, in a sense, still playing things over and over again, each 
copy is an original movement and that copying is itself a creative process because in playing the music, 
I'm continually bringing it into being, the music exists through all those different performances, it's not 
something that is finished. It wasn't something that was finished when Bach wrote it down and then all 
we do is replicate it, it is something that lives through all of those performances. So that's about 
learning the movements but if we're going to learn anything, we also have to observe, there can be no 
learning without observation of what's going on in the world. And we can't observe anything, unless we 
actually participate with and it's often thought that that observation means that you're standing aside 
from things and looking at them at a distance but that's not true at all, in order to observe anything, 
there has to be a kind of coupling of the movement of your observation with an intention to that thing, 
that you're watching, you're watching a bird in flight, then your observation is following that bird. There's 
an action perception coupling that links you to the bird so that the very act of observation involves the 
participation of yourself in the world. There's no contradiction between participation and observation, as 
is often thought. I started by saying that what we wanted to try and link together is movement, 
observation and description. So how can we move from observation to description? I think maybe one 
answer to that is to think of description as a kind of line making and that leads me back to drawing. A 
couple of years ago, we had a visit from the dance philosopher in Aberdeen, we had a visit from the 
dance philosopher, Maxine Sheets-Johnston, I don't know if you know her work, but she's the most 
extraordinary person in her 80s, she looks about, oh, I don't know 35, is bouncy, and runs around all 
over the place. So, she came along and did a dance workshop with us. So, we were in a room a bit like, 
not quite so grand as this, and the first thing she told us to do was to dance our names. Now, we were a 
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bit puzzled about all of this, but there we did. So, each of us improvise the movement that seemed to 
be right for what their names were. So I am not going to embarrass myself by doing that, but my name 
is Tim Ingold and so I did a sort of Tim Ingold, like that and I was dancing around doing this sort of thing 
and it wasn't quite sure what the point of all this was, until sometime later, I was doing my normal 
signature, wearing my administrative hat, I kept having to sign forms, and when I sign forms, my 
signature looks like this. That's not very good, because I can't do it with this pen. The extraordinary 
thing was, I signed this form, and then I realised, that's exactly what I was dancing. So, I discovered 
that here was my identity revealed in my signature. And why is this signature so extraordinary? This is 
T, and then this is In-Gold. It embodied, this is very closely linked to my own identity, that's my name 
right? That's who I am. This is who I am. And that was what Maxine-Sheets Johnston was getting 
across to us, that our own awareness of self, our own awareness of our own identity, of who we are, is 
fundamentally kinesthetic. And what she meant was not that our bodies move, but that our bodies 
actually are our movement, that's what we are. It's not just something that we do, I am this particular 
movement, that the awareness we have of ourselves.  Maxine was saying, is fundamentally kinesthetic 
and these lines or it doesn't show very well there. These sorts of lines that we draw are very effective, 
affective, I mean, they carry forth our affective lives. There's an artist, Miranda Cresswell, works at 
Oxford, who has done some lovely work, taking samples of handwriting, often from different historical 
periods, and magnifying them to a great extent. So that you see just, the part of a letter, the loop of a G 
or an A or something like that. And what you see when you see this magnified, handwriting is how 
expressive and how beautifully rhythmic. How much feeling is actually conveyed in those lines of 
handwriting itself, even though they might be entirely mundane, simple word like 'the' or 'and', or 
something like that turns out to have enormously effective inflections that they the bits, where it runs 
faster, and then slower, the thinner the thicker passages, the bits, where it has a little loop and is almost 
musical, well it is musical, in its intensity in that way, you know, handwriting doesn't just speak it also 
sings. So in writing or drawing by hand, just as much as in moving around, we enact a sense of 
ourselves, that is fundamentally kinesthetic and it's because of that, of course, that anybody else can 
recognise who I am, not only by the sound of my voice, but also if they get a letter from me and my 
handwriting, they'll say, "oh, yes that's his handwriting, you can recognise." How is it that we recognise 
people by their handwriting? Because everybody writes in that particular way that is expressive of their 
own identity, and that kinesthetic sense. That means then, that if movement is part of what we are, it's 
not something that we do, then we can't think of human movement as simply going from A to B, we 
can't think of a human being as somebody who's following a trajectory from one point to another. We 
are launched into movement from birth, and keep on going all the way through, there might be A's and 
B's points of embarkation and destinations on the way, but that's simply points that we pass through. I 
mean, consider you're coming home from the shops, or from work and people say, "where are you 
going? I'm going home", and you arrive at your front door, fine. Have you arrived at your destination? 
Well, you open the door and then you go inside and you start walking around from one room to the next 
and get to work in the kitchen. So, you've simply overtaken one so called destination and I'm moving on 
to the rest so life carries on it doesn't connect points, but it's always carrying on, as it were, between 
points. Note it was the Le Corbusier, architect, founder of modern architectural modernism, who wrote 
in the city of tomorrow in the 1920s, 'Man walks in a straight line, because he has a goal and knows 
where he is going.' And that was how a rational human being is supposed to live their lives and Le 
Corbusier compared rational man going in straight lines with a pack donkey, the pack donkey has no 
idea where it's going and wanders about goes this way in that way, dilly dallys sometimes stops to have 
a kind of pack donkeyish sort of thought and then and wanders on again and because the streets of the 
medieval city were made from the sorts of tracks and routes that packed donkeys made because pack 
donkeys were the main vehicle of transport in medieval times. That's why medieval cities are all 
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higgledy piggledy, the streets don't go from anywhere to anywhere else, they just keep going round in 
silly loops and circles and "that is not the way," said Le Corbusier, to describe the city. Now it is true that 
sometimes we go from one place to another, but particularly when we are maybe a little tired. Humans 
do tend to act like pack donkeys, instead of when we're supposed to be going from here to there and 
following the road, we wander off and take, we'll say I'll take a loop through the field or we're just going 
along, and then we'll stop to look at some flowers, or maybe smell the air or have a look up there and 
look at the birds. Or perhaps we might stop to greet some passers-by and exchange a few 
conversations, and so on and so forth and then we realise that actually the whole of life is there and if 
we if we only went from A to B and nothing else, we wouldn't live at all there would be no social 
interaction, no engagement with our environment, I'm an extremely dangerous person for anybody to 
take a lift with me because I learned to drive relatively late in life, and I still drive like a pedestrian and 
when you're a pedestrian, you can stop anywhere and you can look around and you can say, "oh, that's 
interesting, and look up there," and look up at the sky and maybe examine the stars and generally take 
things in but that's not very good if you're driving, because you have to look straight ahead and I still 
find it hard to train myself to do this. So, what I'm trying to say is, that it is only because most of the time 
we act like pack donkeys and not like Le Corbusier's man that we can enjoy any kind of life and engage 
with our environment. Again, we come back to that distinction I made earlier between the zoomed in 
and zoomed out perspective, the optical distanced source, path, goal perspective, and the haptic close 
up involvement in the immediacy of life perspective, because we do go backwards and forwards 
between the two between, between what you could call the focused awareness of waking life, for 
example, and the dispersed attention of dreaming, we move backwards and forwards, I think, between 
those two. So, there are times when we were looking at objects and objectives, and so to speak, 
heading straight to them, but there are also times when we are looking around and engaging with our 
surroundings in a much more involved kind of way. Maybe it's something about us humans that we 
keep moving in and out between these two kinds of perspective. The problem for us, and I talk where 
now my heart is an anthropologist, one of the problems that faces us in anthropology is how to realign 
the movement of our discipline with the movement of the life that we profess to study. Because if we 
say that, that human life does not go directly from one point to another, but is rather concerned with 
carrying on, and if we say that what motivates people in their lives is not fixed point destinations, but 
hopes and dreams, that really people are trying to carry their life onward. How are we going to study 
that in a way that respects that forward, temporal movement in life? The problem we have at the 
moment is that our ways of studying life are inherently backward looking. In the same way as when we 
study objects, it's so if we go to do some fieldwork somewhere and we say, "okay, we're studying the 
lives of these people," and as we're involved with them in the field, we're moving forward with them. 
Maybe we're even sharing their hopes and dreams, but at the moment when we say okay, fieldwork 
over now I'm going to write it up. We put a closure on it, say "that's it," and then we turn around and 
look back on what we've observed, and write it up. So that we are faced with the problem, that when we 
start analysing our material and writing it up, we have a retrospective backward looking perspective, 
which is all about innovation but when we're living the life, we have a forward-looking perspective, 
which is all about improvisation. So ,we move and so I and others have been trying to think of other 
ways of doing anthropology, that might not be about writing things up retrospectively, but moving 
forward, temporarily moving forward, in tandem with, in correspondence with, the lives of those people 
with whom they work, and therefore making anthropology a speculative and hopeful discipline in that 
sense, rather than one that is simply always looking back. I think, actually, I'll stop there. 	

Kirsty Alexander  	
Thank you very much. I'd like to invite questions from the floor. 	
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Audience  	
Thank you, being student of social anthropology, kinesthetic cultures, and being very inspired by your 
talk. I was wondering if you have any advice for students like me, who are interested in this process of 
recording these processes of life, and moving forward in a way without trying to crystallise life into 
forms? Because that feels a bit of a violence in some ways?	

Tim Ingold  	
What advice?	

Audience  	
Yeah, if you have any advice? Oh, especially I think one of the main questions I have is related to, how 
to translate feelings into words. It's a big big one.	

Tim Ingold  	
Well, people translate feelings into words, very effectively through song, through dance through music, 
and so maybe one piece of advice would be to say, why couldn't the results if we can use the word of, 
say, an anthropological study, take forms of that kind? That it doesn't have to be in the form of a written 
report and even if it's writing, it could be in the form of a poem, it could be in the form of handwriting. I 
don't see why we couldn't have an anthropological piece of music, or an anthropological bit of dance or 
theatre or in fact these things have been done before. So, I think that there's a tremendous or even 
anthropological art. So, I think that there's a great potential to explore the interface between 
anthropology and art in those terms, that is not to think of art as works, but to think of art as a practice, 
which is very similar to anthropological practice. The thing that I really would like to hold on to is, is the 
idea that, anthropology can be a speculative discipline. It's not about describing the lives of other 
people, that's ethnography. Anthropology is about exploring the possibilities and potentials of human life 
and one can do that in any way that might seem promising and I do think those are different things with 
different objectives.	

Audience  	
But isn't the foundation of anthropology, ethnography, in a way? 	

Tim Ingold  	
Actually, I don't think it is. I think it's the other way around. I think the standard view is that you go into 
the field, you do your fieldwork, you write up your ethnography, and then you go on to do some kind of 
vacuous theorising and we call that anthropology. I think we go into the field to do anthropology and 
then you might then write it up later as ethnography but the anthropology is actually those 
engagements that we have with other people in the world and the purpose of those engagements is to 
understand the world better or our place in the world better. If I can give one analogy which I have often 
used again, as a cellist, I might dream of going to study with Rostropovich, okay, I couldn't do it 
anymore because he's died, but anyway, in the past, I could have gone to study with Rostropovich, and 
I would sit at the Masters feet and listen, watch what he does, and observe and learn. And hopefully, 
then I would come back and feel that I've discovered things about the instrument that I didn't know 
before things about the music that I didn't know before, I would be a better player, that something had 
rubbed off on me. That's like doing anthropology alternatively, I could go and study Rostropovich in his 
social and cultural context, and perhaps go and study some other cellists and find out what their social 
cultural context is, and what is it that leads people to become cellists and so on, I wouldn't come back a 
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better player, I wouldn't have understood anything more about music, maybe a little bit about the music, 
that I'd come up with a study of of cellists in 20th century Russia, probably a very good one, maybe. But 
those are quite different enterprises and I think we, as anthropologists, we study with people in order to 
address fundamental questions about the possibilities and potentials of human being and that's our 
objective. We don't go in order to well, we that's one objective is to describe the lives of people living 
somewhere, sometime is another objective, but it's a different one.	

Kirsty Alexander  	
Someone who is waiting to come in here.	

Audience  	
Thank you so much, first of all. It was fascinating and inspiring in so many aspects. I'm particularly 
interested in your remark about moving anthropology, or maybe for the sake of generalisation any 
science away from the paradigm we currently have into something speculative, because the credibility 
of science currently is completely linked to evidence base. Yeah. And how do you see that 
transformation? And how do we get that credibility of science?	

Tim Ingold  	
And wish I knew how to do it, but I think that one way is to move from, let's say, the official protocols, 
methodological protocols of science, what scientists are supposed to do, to really focus on what 
practising scientists actually do. Because in their work, even though they're not allowed to say so in 
their publications, actually, that work does involve the sort of immediate engagements with with the 
world that I've been talking about, they then have to transform the outcomes of those engagements in 
order to create what is called evidence to make it look as though they've just collected this data mean 
really gathering material in science, whatever branch of science it is, involves a kind of give and take 
between you and the world, or that aspect of the world you're dealing with. It's part of a life process but 
we make it look as though data is not what the world has offered to you, but simply stuff that has settled 
out, and that you've collected, the evidence that's just there somehow cast off from the life process. So 
I think one way to forward would be to appeal to science in terms of what scientists actually do and to 
say that if we could, rather than trying to cover that up, if we could rather bring it out and celebrate it, 
then we could do better science, and we'd have a better understanding of how scientific knowledge 
could be linked to other kinds of knowledge, but it's a big boulder to shift, and I don't know precisely 
how to do it. 	

Audience  	
It's a bit of a hybrid maybe question. Hybrid and intertwined it's about intertwinement, or the cosmic in 
phenomenological terms. Especially were referred to not only the line as I see as a form of intertwine 
experience in, you know, experience in a phenomenological sense of actually the literal graphic line, I 
tend to see it as such. I was very inspired by reading your lines, there was some point I can't remember 
very well, but a sort of connection with sound and the line which is directly linked to my PhD, which is 
about sound lines so to speak, a bit of promotion there. So, I was interested in when you talked about 
embodiment, the famous swear word nowadays, as the more we talk about it, the more it is embodied, 
if it is possible, I don't believe it's possible but for the sake of the argument, there is a degree of 
entrapment into this embodiment when we keep on talking about the em-bodiment. So but you talked 
about documents in a sense, which it doesn't make me think of the chiasmic because in a sense, I tend 
to interpret what you said in a centrific way, and is there a way to go beyond the centrific, the opposite, 
if I can pronounce it, way of intending and in writing, talking about the almost unrightable experience of 
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embodiment, as I think to see it as a more of an intertwined string theory most like the one you showed, 
experience of environments. Of course, the word environ, it's anthropocentric, and there's no escape 
from that, but for the sake of the argument, you know, it says, sort of continuous flux and inter 
exchange between environments more than to be less anthropocentric, perhaps, intended in a sort of 
centrifugal way. I don't if it fully make sense.	

Tim Ingold  	
No, it does make sense. I mean, there is a lazy way of talking about embodiment, which is not 
phenomenological but which people can easily take their existing ways of thinking and stick, 
embodiment in and make the body seem like this package with this stuff inside and where habits and 
movements just sediment there. Of course, that's nothing got nothing to do with strictly Merleau Pontian 
understanding of the chiasmic which is quite different, where the body is spilling out into the world and 
the world is spilling into the body, and everything is linked up, and that's pretty much the perspective 
that I've been trying to put forward. I still think that embodiment is an unfortunate word in many ways, 
that maybe there are other ways of putting it. In relation to sound, for example, I've often heard, 
anthropologists like Stephen Feld, for example, arguing that sound is embodied, and I want to say no, 
it's not embodied, sound is not embodied. It's rather the body that's ensounded, that the body is like a 
sort of resonator, a bit like my cello, you know, that you wouldn't say that sound is embodied in my 
cello, because it's rather that, the body of my cello when I play is ensounded, it's overflowing with this 
sound that then spills out everywhere. And it's the same with breathing, when the air comes in, and the 
air goes out, and the sound comes in, the sound comes out. There's inspiration, and expiration and 
Merleau Ponty talks about that, but the trouble with a word like body is that and particularly then when 
it's body and environment, as you said, its environment is an awkward term, because it suggests that 
surroundings are something we immediately begin to think of this and that and, and it's just awkward. 
Maxine Sheets-Johnstone just hates embodiment, and she has a great sort of several pages saying 
what an awful word it is. I haven't got myself a campaign against the word or want to refuse people to 
use it, but I do you think that that usage is often very, very lazy. When everybody simply says "oh, 
embodied practices," I think, "what do you mean?" It sort of it begs as many questions as it solves, but 
there are ways of talking about the body which would be entirely appropriate within the 
phenomenological sort of view. Yes. 	

Audience  	
Well first of all, thank you Professor Ingold because it is a great honour to be here tonight. So thank you 
very much, your words are really inspiring. My question will be on the same topic, embodiment. I think 
that I have used, okay, I'm guilty of using the expressions, this practice or this belief is embodied in this 
other practice or this symbolic meaning is transmitted in this embodied way of.  I think that well, it's 
more of a question, when can we say that something is embodied, or that we cannot say that the other 
way around the body is in things?	

Tim Ingold  	
Well I can plead guilty myself, I mean, in the sense that I've used the phrase sometimes, 
developmentally incorporated. So incorporated means pretty much the same thing as embodied but the 
developmentally is a crucial thing there. Because what we need to argue for example, if we look at 
processes of enskilment or simply a child learning to walk, if we take those earlier examples, obviously, 
the child gets the hang of it, and after a while is off, and it's as we say, second nature, but that child's 
body is also growing very fast. So that process of enskilment is part of the child's growth and 
maturation as a living organism, in an environment. We can take a person at any stage of life and look 
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at what they can do, and for everything they can do. There's a history of development that lies behind it, 
even a newborn, because it's already been nine months in the womb and has developed, it can already 
hear, for example, perfectly well at, I think the 28th week of pregnancy. So, this developmental process 
is going on all the time. So, my answer would be that I think the key to all this lies in our understanding 
of developmental processes in the living organism, human being or whatever else. And ofcourse there's 
not a point at which we can say, at this point, it's embodied or incorporated or developed and before 
that, it isn't. When do we say a child and walk? Well, puzzling a bit sometimes for them. There's no, 
there's no fixed point, because we're talking about a process. 	

Audience  	
But I think that most times when we use that expression is to signal an immediacy of that concept. For 
instance, if I was writing about a music style, and it is an embodied music style in the sense that they 
grow with that grammar, physical grammar and it's something that you cannot render in any other. It is 
a developmental process that's true, but it's also a developmental process that has no beginning.	

Tim Ingold  	
That's true, too. Yes, absolutely. It grows in people. People grow into the world and the world grows in 
them and it's this growth process that I think is really critical, and that's where the creativity is. 	

Audience  	
Hello there, forgive me, I have no experience of anthropology. So, I may be missing the point 
completely, and it might be a really stupid question. And I think it's a very linear, objects driven question. 
But I think your understanding on anthropology is quite a holistic process, rather than a retrospective 
process, so I think I just ask you what you see the role of anthropology as against what I understood it 
which was retrospective, and archaeologica. What you see the present-day role of anthropology, if it's 
political, or if it wants to motivate behaviour, rather than just understand behaviour, or if it's more 
passive than that, or what's the direction? I suppose.	

Tim Ingold  	
The difficulty with asking that question is you can't take me as representative. You ask any 
anthropologist, they'll come up with a quite different answer about what that might be. So, all I can do is 
give my own firstly, about the holeism. I think it's important to make a distinction between, I mean my 
kind of anthropology is holistic, yes, and most anthropologists would profess the same thing. But I think 
it's important to make a difference between holism and totalization. Totalization means we're not dealing 
with totalities, like societies like cultures as though the world was all wrapped up and complete we're 
saying that actually the world is continually in formation, it's never complete, it's always going on. But 
anthropology is holistic in the sense that in every moment of going on, you find unfolded or condensed, 
all the things that have led up to it, and that will lead on from it. So, it's holistic in that particular sense, 
my short definition of anthropology is, has been for some time, philosophy with the people in. It's 
basically a philosophical endeavour, in that it's addressing quite fundamental questions about how it is 
possible for human beings, to know to learn to remember, to perceive, to organise themselves, to 
exercise power, to find their way about without getting lost, and so on, and so forth. Those are I think 
the questions that we address, those are philosophical questions. The difference between anthropology 
and philosophy? Well, many ways there isn't a difference anymore, but if there is, it's the extent to 
which anthropology seeks to answer those philosophical questions through a direct engagement with 
the world, rather than by turning inward from the world, in self-reflection, and then applying its answers 
to the world. So, one of the key things about anthropology, I think, is to turn the premises of the 
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academic exercise upside down. The academic knowledge practices, usually rest on the premise that 
academics know better than anybody else, and therefore, because we've gone to the world, to echo the 
earlier question, to collect our evidence to find our data, we then go out of the world in order to analyse 
it, and render it in representations, propositions, which are better, more powerful, more authoritative 
than, say, the propositions that ordinary people might come up with in the course of their everyday 
lives. Anthropology, I think, should exist to turn that upside down, and say that the purpose of what we 
write, or what we make is, so that we can actually see the world better. So, our knowledge grows out of 
our being in the world, rather than something that is added on top of it. That's why I think there is a sort 
of analogy with art, the thing about art is that having encountered a work of art, you find that your 
perception has been educated to the extent that you then notice things in the world that you didn't 
notice before. I think that when we do anthropology, if we're writing stuff, for example, and getting 
people to read it, then it's so that if they've read that stuff, they will then find that their perception has 
been sharpened, and they will notice things become aware of things that before they hadn't thought 
about, or paid any attention to. So, in the end, it means that where do we go for our knowledge? We 
don't go to the world to get our data, and then go to the books to get the knowledge. We go to the 
books for guidance, and then go to the world to get our knowledge and I think it's that anthropology is 
about turning that relationship between knowing and being outside in, if that makes any sense.	

Audience  	
Thank you for your talk, it's been really stimulating. My question, I'm coming back to this kind of idea of 
improvisation and I'm thinking about ways that we know as well, I'm thinking about improvisation as a 
form and a practice in itself, particularly as a mover in dance, and the points when we know there's a 
kind of rightness to what we're doing. And I think everybody who's an improviser here will recognise 
those moments when we have a sense of rightness and when we're watching improvisation, we can 
also notice those moments, I just wondered if you had kind of a sense of where that knowing comes 
from, of just rightness in itself rather than sort of wanting to aspire to a mastery that you've observed in 
somebody else?	

Tim Ingold  	
I know actually, there was a thesis that I was having to read it because I was examining it by an 
archaeologist recently who was working with glass workers. It was a very difficult craft to master and 
she was also addressing precisely that question of, what is it? What goes on? Or what is it that makes 
us feel that you kind of got it right? And I don't think that we've got a very clear answer to that question. 
I mean, some people might simply say that all activities are, in a sense, rhythmic and you feel you've 
got it right. When these rhythms are harmonising, with one another rather than going adrift. But that's 
not a very good answer. The one thing that I would stress is that, I don't think that there are particular 
activities which are sort of characterised by improvisation, although people often say that, for example, 
jazz is improvisatory but classical music isn't. But I think actually, both of them are equally improvisatory 
and one of them might have a score and the other might not, but I think that the difference between 
them is rather like centripetal and centrifugal sports, it's a bit like the difference between shotput and 
archery. One tries to throw the thing as far as you possibly can, and the other tries to hit the bull's eye, 
but both of them are, are equally improvisatory in the demands they place on people. I think it's true of 
dance, music, whatever that you want to get a sense that this is, it's not truth, but it's a rightness as you 
say. It's got something to do with, with balance. But I've never been able to put my finger on it any more 
than I can understand why it is that sometimes when I pick up my cello, and I'm in a filthy mood that the 
cello sings like an angel and I don't have to do anything. And other times I'm in a good mood, and I'm 
going to play really well tonight, and I pick up my cello and it grunts and I don't understand. And the 
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same thing happens to all string players, I understand. I don't understand it. There are times when it all 
comes together and everything is just right and other times when it doesn't and I simply am quite 
unable to figure out what it is, or why, but there's something there. I wish I knew, because then I could 
get it right every time and so it's the same for every other performer. That if they knew what the secret 
was getting it right and what rightness actually, you can all feel it intuitively, but we don't know exactly 
what it is.	

Audience  	
Hi sorry, this is quite a complicated question but I hope, you can sort of try to answer it. I'm really 
fascinated by this way of thinking about being in movement and being in a body, I mean I do theatre as 
well but I also study anthropology, and how that sort of notion of being in movement through a body or 
rather how my body is movement rather than how movement is in the body. But my question is sort of 
like it's really easy and very beautiful and amazing to relate this to arts and to working practices, but if 
one relates it to other kinds of skilled practice that are more serious, in the sense of its consequences. 
Like say I was just listening on remnants to stories of soldiers who've been to Afghanistan, and to learn 
this, and that's also a skilled practice of handling weapons of being in war. And if we as anthropologists 
have any sort of role in the world where we aim to study people to understand our place in the world, 
how does that then have political implications? And how can we use anthropology to address these 
problems?	

Tim Ingold  	
That's a very good question and, you know, in principle, it shouldn't make any difference what particular 
practices one is concerned with. The issue that comes in there is about the control of movement, I 
suppose, and one of the things that, I don't know anything about training soldiers, but I suppose that 
there's a tension in military drill between the rigid control of movement and drilling people into and that's 
been fed throughout history, and soldiers have been drilled to move in such a way that they will be in 
attentive to anything that's going on around them, quite purposefully and that's why soldiers have 
marched to drums, so they couldn't hear anything that was going on around, they walked in file, in sort 
of absolute, in an absolute rigidly controlled way, but that must then be in some sort of tension with the 
need, in a battlefield context, to respond very quickly, very rapidly, to situations which are completely 
unpredictable. And, therefore, obviously to be very alert, indeed, and I don't know how that tension is 
negotiated, it just strikes me as very odd, that, soldiers are taught how to be attentive and responsive 
and alert on the battlefield by means that seemed to completely contradict that and probably make 
them less attentive, and I don't understand how it's done but maybe it'll be something that's worth 
studying. But surely the issue behind all this is the politics of movement and the extent in which the 
movements of any, person can be regimented, or controlled, or disciplined by other powers? And what 
that discipline actually does to you. I don't know the answer to that, because there's a fine line between 
the disciplined training, say, of a musician, and the disciplined, yeah, that's practice, you're taught to do 
this over and over and over again, so you get it right. And, the discipline training of, of a soldier, or in 
the old days, think of children in class, you know, where even left handed children with taught were 
forced to write with a right hand and things like that, where you get real, jarrings between what a body 
is being told to do and what a body can do. Maybe we should say that that's really where power is 
really experienced in those places, where the ways you were required to move, come up against the 
ways in which your body feels that it is right to move. And we experienced that such mismatches as 
ethical and moral problems, I think, as issues for us, which is probably the best answer I can give at the 
moment without thinking about it more but the point is a good one, well taken.	
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Kirsty Alexander  	
Thank you very much, Tim, for a really stimulating talk and fantastic questions from everybody that's 
really open the discussion up and given us more to think about and I'm sure everybody wants to join 
me in just thanking you again for such a fantastic evening.  
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