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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

Alpine landscapes with their melting glaciers and loss of biodiversity
represent the epoch of the Anthropocene. In this article, the
Anthropocene is understood as a concept that shifts the focus on landscapes as assemblages of entangled human, geological, biological, and
meteorological actors that enables a new form of telling stories about
human–environment relationships. In the ﬁrst part, I discuss in the
example of Ötzi, the Ice Man, the nature of shifting borders and the
agency of mountains. In the second part, I reactivate post-war Swiss
Volkskunde (folklore studies) and anthropological studies about the
role of Alpine pastures as commons, complemented by a case study
from Grisons, Switzerland. The focus on entanglements and storytelling
outlines alternative common futures as an epistemological and ontological challenge and as deﬁned by communal work and the commonality
of people and things.

Anthropocene; story telling;
commons; entanglement;
Alpine landscapes

White peaks and green mountain pastures are the iconic postcard motifs of the Alps. But in reality,
the glaciers are melting due to human greenhouse gas emissions, turning the Alps into one of the
hot spots and icons of global climate change. Furthermore, human abandonment of Alpine villages
in many parts of the Alps endangers the existence of green mountain pastures, as several articles in
this special issue demonstrate. While nature conservation in many cases favours rewilding, biodiversity gets lost; in other cases, mountain pastures become subject to cultural heritage management and turn into artiﬁcially maintained tourist destinations.
In this article, I argue that nature and culture no longer serve as guidance for facing the
challenge of climate change and safeguarding the natural and cultural heritage of the Alps; instead,
I suggest analysing these diverse but related processes in the light of recent discussions about the
Anthropocene. As a basic deﬁnition, in the Anthropocene human activity is considered to be
comparable to and interconnected with geological, meteorological, atmospheric and biological
activities. But the Anthropocene is not only a question of geological evidence1; it also challenges
the foundational narrative of modernity based on the black-boxed dichotomy of nature and
culture. Once this black box is opened, new perspectives emerge that might slightly change the
course of Alpine research and enable new stories about alternative common futures in the Alps.
The biological and cultural diversity of Alpine landscapes is a product of the emergence of the
Holocene and thousands of years of human habitation preceding the recent advent of the
Anthropocene. When considering the meaning of ‘the Alps’ it is important to remember that in
the German language the word ‘Alp’ (or Alm) refers to a grazing pasture, often used as commons,
around which village life revolves, and not primarily a geological feature. Understood this way the
core meaning of ‘alp’ takes on a relational dimension instead of one that separates people and
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their environment. Alps as a mountain range, with its peaks, makes sense only from the point of
maps and geography. This diﬀerence is key to my approach to Alpine landscapes in the
Anthropocene; I understand the Alpine pasture, the Alp, as a practice, as an assemblage of people
and things, of human and non-human actors. (Figure 1)
Eco-governance as a form of governing the relations between people and their environment is
still mostly based on the modernist separation of nature and culture; it leads to a compartmentalisation of landscapes—some serve as a recreational park for mass tourism, others are singled out
for nature conservation or allowed to degenerate into precarious landscapes at the brink of
abandonment (Krauß, 2013). The search for alternative futures remains urgent and a challenge
for landscape research. The geographer Werner Bätzing (2015), one of the leading Alpine experts,
ceaselessly reminds the public and politics that the biological and cultural variety of Alpine
landscapes are the result of sustainable agrarian practices over many centuries; a fact that he
does not see fully represented in current management strategies. In a critical comment on the
Alpine Convention2 he argues that there is still a lack of communication between economic and
ecological studies on the one side and folkloric and psychological studies on the other (Bätzing,
2002); with the latter he refers mostly to Volkskunde (Folklore Studies), which has a long (and
sometimes politically problematic) tradition in Alpine research.
In interdisciplinary research, the general practice is to bridge the gap between nature and
culture by adding the ‘human dimension’ or cultural aspects to the predominately quantitative
studies in the science tradition. But in the light of current discussions about the Anthropocene,
new ways emerge to reconﬁgure the relation between humans and their environment. Landscape
is increasingly understood as a practice and form of body politics (Olwig, this volume), as an
assembly of entangled human and non-human actors that permanently comes into being:
As sites for more-than-human dramas, landscapes are radical tools for decentering human hubris. Landscapes
are not backdrops for historical action: they are themselves active. Watching landscapes in formation shows
humans joining other living beings in shaping worlds. (Tsing, 2015, p. 152)

In this article, I will present elements of Alpine landscapes in formation. My goal is to show that
common futures beyond science-based agro-environmental management or abandonment necessitate an epistemological shift, and thereby another understanding of what it means to live in the

Figure 1. The Alps are more than a geological formation; the ‘alp’ as a grazing pasture is central to their understanding as an
altitudinal landscape. (Photo ©Werner Rudhart).
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Anthropocene. As a closer look at the history of the Alpine research and the results of ethnographic
scrutiny reveals, common futures are not necessarily in the future; they are already underway and
deserve our interest.

Proceeding
According to the American anthropologist Anna Tsing (2015, p. 159), ‘telling stories of landscape
requires getting to know the inhabitants of the landscape, human and not human.’ Stories in this
sense bring together the ‘histories humans have made in these places and the histories of non
human participants’ (p. 159). Based on literature, personal experiences and ﬁeldwork—my own and
those of others—I will engage in this article in telling various stories or, to be more exact,
‘geostories’ (Haraway, 2016, p. 40) about Alpine landscapes as assemblages of entangled human
and non-human actors. When it comes to the Alps, climate change has a long history; Alpine
landscapes are the result of past ice ages, both geologically and culturally as part of the identity
construction in emerging nation states (Krauß, 2015). I will start here the ﬁrst part with Ötzi, the
famous Ice Man who died in the early Holocene and whose mummy reappeared in the
Anthropocene. In the second part, I present some of the ethnographic studies that Bätzing ﬁnds
missing in current science-based accounts of the Alps, based on my own critical account of a
decisive moment in the history of ethnographic research in the Alps (Krauß, 1987).
In the 1970s a group of American anthropologists conducted ﬁeldwork in Swiss mountain
villages, mostly in the canton of Valais; anthropology was ‘coming part-way home’, as one of
them, John Cole (1977), called the anthropological turn towards community studies in Europe. But
Europe and the Alps were not white spots on the map of ethnography; the American anthropologists met here with modern Swiss folklore studies (Volkskunde), which had itself just made a turn
in the direction of ethnography. I will take this historical and unique encounter to dissect some of
the ethnographic insights into the practices of Alpine farmers in an extreme environment. These
examples will serve to reconsider concepts like the commons, common law and communal work
that are vital for the maintenance of Alpine pastures.
In the last part, I will revisit my own ﬁeldwork in an Alpine village in the early eighties of the last
century, when I studied herders in the light of a phenomenon dubbed as ‘the new highlanders’
(Bender, 2015)—people with often urban backgrounds who that are supposed to replace those
who abandon their villages in the mountains. In the following decades, I was able to follow the
development of this speciﬁc village in the valley of Grisons, Switzerland, from a distance. While this
village successfully resists abandonment, especially in the Southern and Eastern parts of the Alps
new highlanders hardly can prevent the disappearance of mountain life and pastures; but while the
speciﬁc circumstances of this case study prevent generalisation, there are some epistemological
and ontological lessons to learned about Alpine landscapes in the Anthropocene. In the conclusion
I argue that there is no bridge to gap between the natural and the cultural sciences in Alpine
research; instead, alternative common futures become real when the commons as a practice and
the commonality of humans and non-humans are taken into account symmetrically and
empathically.

Reset modernity: the geo-story of Ötzi, the ice man
In 1991, hikers found Ötzi, the Ice Man, on a glacier in Southern Tyrol. He was buried about 3300
BCE, in the Holocene, and his mummy reappeared in the emerging Anthropocene. The fact that he
obviously was a victim of murder might be considered as interesting continuity in human history;
for my purpose it is more relevant that biochemists found in Ötzi’s stomach remnants of wheat and
other cultivated plants (Nordland, 2017). With the emergence of the milder Holocene climate,
biodiversity found refuge and space to expand, ready to be cultivated by human beings. Today,
after he was kept frozen for more than 5300 years in the ‘eternal ice,’ biodiversity needs refuge
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again, as a result from human abandonment. But the icy territory where Ötzi was found tells
another story, too, which attributes further agency to the glacier and geology.
The border between Italy and Austria runs along the watershed on the mountain ridge that
separates these countries and is easily identiﬁed along rocky territory. But on the glaciers, where
they are covered with ice, things complicate. The Italian army sent a research team to identify the
borderline which was ﬁxed on maps in the 1920s, and this team found out that the watershed
actually had moved considerably from its ﬁxation on the map; while it was ﬁrst assumed that Ötzi
was found in Austrian territory it turned out that the ice released him ninety-three meters away on
Italian territory. Ötzi found his new resting place in Southern Tyrol, and it is no longer the assumed
course of the watershed that marks the border between Italy and Austria; instead, it runs along the
surface of the glacier where it is constantly measured by GPS systems. It is the World’s ﬁrst mobile
borderline, and it is acknowledged as such by the Schengen treaty that regulates free border
movement within the European signatories to the treaty.
This story is told by Ferrari, Paqual, Busi, and Gillett (2016) from the Italian research project
Italian limes, which installed on a nearby glacier a measurement station and turned this scientiﬁc
project into an art project which they put on display to be shown at exhibits. In the display, an
automatic drawing machine is connected to a grid of high-accuracy, solar-powered GPS sensors.
Each visitor of the exhibition receives a copy of the exact course of the borderline in real time.
Bruno Latour, the French anthropologist, integrated this science-art project into his recent
exhibition ‘reset modernity’ in Karlsruhe (Latour, 2016). The general idea of the exhibition is to
ﬁgure out an alternative future by resetting modernity like you reset your smartphone. He argues
that we started modernity based on the wrong assumption of the separation of nature and culture,
and he makes a plea for carefully reconstructing the networks of entangled human and not-human
actors in order to reconﬁgure modernity. According to Latour, in the Anthropocene, lands turn into
disputed territories:
People like 2-D maps. They provide the stable, indisputable and solid background onto which we can then add
other types of information such as cities, rivers, and travel routes. The trouble is that this divide between base
map and layers is now being subverted. Today we must see land in 3-D. Physical borders begin to move just as
much as political ones. With today’s climate mutation, the limits of nation-states are no longer dictated by
their oﬃcial borders. (. . .) Is a territory what is deﬁned by borders and defended by a sovereign state? Or is it
something we depend on in order to subsist? It is possible that no one will be able to agree on what it means
to be ‘on the earth’ any longer’. (Latour, 2016)

Latour (2013) argues that we have to learn to write new Gaia-stories or geostories ‘in which all the
former props and passive agents have become active without, for that, being part of a giant plot
written by some overseeing entity’ (cited in Haraway, 2016, p. 40). Latour (2015) calls those who tell
Gaia stories the ‘Earthbound’, and he marks the diﬀerence between the Holocene and the
Anthropocene as an ontological divide: ‘Some are readying themselves to live as Earthbound in
the Anthropocene; others decided to remain as Humans in the Holocene’ (cited in Haraway, p. 41).
Human beings, borders, nations, geology and atmosphere have to be reassembled. This is one
of the messages that, according to Latour, Ötzi transported from the Holocene to the
Anthropocene. Urgent questions emerge: where do we actually live, when we live in the
Anthropocene? And what does it take to make a successful living in the Alps? These are basic
anthropological questions, and the history of Alpine research provides many examples and some
surprising answers.

Volkskunde in the post-war era: reconciliation of tradition and modernity
In the seventies of the last century, anthropology was, as noted earlier, ‘coming part way home’, as
John Cole (1977) famously titled his article about a then new trend in anthropology. He himself was
part of a cohort of American anthropologists who conducted ﬁeld work in the Alps; Cole together
with Eric Wolf in Southern Tyrol, the others mostly in Switzerland, in the canton of Valais.
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Decolonization had impeded or hindered research in the traditional anthropological ﬁeld sites in
developing nations and this helped prompt anthropologists to become interested in peasant
societies in more accessible places; last but not least, the Alps served as a perfect laboratory to
study human–environment relationships at the intersection of biological, cultural and political
ecology (Krauß, 1987).3
But the Alps were, of course, far from being a white spot on the map of cultural and ethnographic research. It was the terrain of Swiss Volkskunde or folklore studies, which already had a long
and troubled history. In German speaking countries, the study of the home culture and of foreign
cultures is the subject of diﬀerent disciplines, Volkskunde and Völkerkunde (cultural and social
anthropology).
At the time of the American studies in Switzerland, Swiss Volkskunde had overcome its patriotic
and nationalist past. For a long time, it had studied the ‘soul’ of Swiss identity in the ‘Sitten und
Gebräuche’ (customs and traditions), in folksongs and dances, complemented by the encyclopaedic
collection of each and everything that was to be found in Alpine culture. In the post war era,
Richard Weiß became the founder of modern Volkskunde, and his successor Arnold Niederer had
already embraced modern ethnographic methods when the young American anthropologists
arrived. The Americans brought the experience of previous ﬁeldwork in diﬀerent small societies
throughout the world, while the Swiss looked back on lifelong research in one and the same area. It
is this mixture that still provides interesting insights into the speciﬁc assemblies of human and nothuman entanglements that brought into being the system of Alpine pastures. Anthropologists
traditionally deﬁne themselves through extended ﬁeldwork of a year or more; but in Switzerland,
they met researchers who literally inhabited their ﬁelds for huge parts of their life. Richard Weiß,
the founder of Swiss Volkskunde, even adopted the speciﬁc way of walking of the mountain farmers
in the Prätigau, a region where he knew every mountain farmer, herder and dairy Alp (Krauß, 1987,
p.25). Arnold Niederer, who initiated an ethnographic turn in Swiss Volkskunde, was a salesman
who traversed the Alps by foot, selling tobacco and canes to the isolated mountain farmers before
he became a university professor (p. 38). This persistence made Niederer a perfect companion and
interlocutor for the young American anthropologists who ‘only’ stayed for a year in the Alps. In any
case, long-lasting participant observation is the hallmark of anthropological research and necessitates the personal interference with the ﬁeld; in successful cases, the other as the object of research
highlights the blind spots in the observer’s eye—in the case of Volkskunde, the blind spots were,
among others, nationalism and the fallacy of equalising natural and cultural borders.
After the war, Richard Weiß debunked the myth of the mountain farmer and herder as a symbol
of Swiss identity and cleared Volkskunde from its nationalist past. For him, the Alps were an area in
deep crisis in contrast to the economic boom in Switzerland, with the mountain farmers as the new
proletariat, economically and mentally. He substantiated that those who had not made it yet into
the industrial middle land ended up rootless and disconnected (Weiß, 1962). In reality, the idealised
Alpine world turned out to be the ﬂipside of modernization and the poorhouse of the nation. Weiß
viewed unhindered modernization critically; he asked himself if it was possible to make the
mountain farmer immune against the seduction of higher living standards, and he searched for
alternatives to what he considered the false gods of consumer society. Weiß argued for a cautious
reconciliation of tradition and modernity; in one of his articles, he reasoned about the photo of a
young man with a moped and an alphorn as a symbol for a future that does not forget the past
(Weiß, 1957). His visions were rooted in his education in Germanic studies and in Goethe’s understanding of nature. His lasting contribution is this Goethean holistic approach, with his dual focus
on environmental and social relations, foreshadowed the environmentalist theories that developed
towards the end of the twentieth century. The post-war Volkskunde of Weiß and Niederer, which
morphed into a form of ethnographic social critique, thus marked a sharp contrast to the
quantiﬁed approaches that in the new millennium increasingly gained ground in Alpine research.
Instead, especially Niederer found his alternative to the false gods of consumer society in communal work and the commons.
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The commons as alternative future
Communal labour and solidarity were in the centre of Niederer’s approach when he studied the
‘Gemeinwerk in the canton of Valais’ (Niederer, 1956). Gemeinwerk means the obligation to work for
the common good, but it is also translated as voluntary work. The people living in the mountains
had a low standard of living; they were communities in need and dependent on mutual assistance;
to bring the soil uphill, to cut the wild hay, to have enough green pastures to feed the goats and
cattle—it takes mutual help to be economically self-suﬃcient. But communal work is not simply a
question of economics, it also means meeting other people and spending time together, making
friends and ﬁnding partners. For Niederer common labour is at the opposite end of a continuum
ending with rationalised and compartmentalised labour, and as such it is an ideal in itself. He writes
that our present times long for this kind of work; the conservatives dream of the innocent work of
former times, while the socialists want to reconcile work and labour on a new level of development. Niederer argues that work is central for the overall habitus of human beings.
Despite his interest in promoting new ways of thinking about work and cooperation, Niederer
was not a socialist romantic: he was also concerned with documenting the precariousness of this
way of life. Working together is a need; cooperative labour a precondition for independence and
autarky. The connection between the common Alpine desire for independence is consistent with
the concurrent recognition of the need for cooperation, and hence a life that balances between
independence and cooperation. Niederer (1979, p. 233) notes that historians easily forget that
certain modes of existence pass through the course of history unchanged. According to Niederer,
this is not only due to geographical isolation, but also to the conservatism of a way of life under the
social control of a community. There are thus many examples of communities keeping up traditions that long have lost their original legitimacy. As opposed to the popular image of an
harmonious life in the mountains, people did not share what they owned—they only stood
together when there was no alternative.
There are many examples of seemingly irrational and non-economic behaviour. Once electric
fences were introduced, people still herded the cattle; and Niederer notes a tendency towards ‘au
schlendrianisme’ (slackness) (Niederer, 1956, p. 48), which stands in stark contrast to the nationalist
image of the mountaineer as an exemplary example of Max Weber’s notion of the Protestant ethic.
The commons are thus as much a social institution as an economic institution in Niederer’s
account.
Niederer’s openness towards ethnographic methods made him the ideal host for the American
anthropologists who came to the canton of Valais in the late seventies, mostly in order to conduct
ﬁeldwork for their dissertations. While many of his Swiss colleagues considered the Americans as
intruders and harshly criticised the ‘slash and burn’ methods of anthropologists who ﬁrst conduct
ﬁeldwork in Africa and next in Switzerland, Niederer showed curiosity and oﬀered his expertise
(Krauß, 1987). In Robert M. Netting, he found an anthropologist who worked closely to one of his
main topics of interest, the commons, but with diﬀerent and more advanced methods. Netting
already owned a computer, and he ﬁlled it with the rich data from the church archives.
In his book ‘Balancing on the Alp’, Robert M. Netting (1981) understands the commons as a
cybernetic system. He was interested in how villages in extreme landscapes maintain their demographic and economic balance over centuries, and he studied the village of Törbel, in the canton of
Valais. This village had managed its high alpine forests, pastures and irrigation waters since 1224,
and he could document long genealogies of current families with the help of church archives. Even
though Netting could only document a couple of centuries, his account provides a detailed insight
into the strategies of intensiﬁcation, expansion and regulation. Intensiﬁcation and expansion were
restricted due to the ecological boundaries; to maintain the balance, they needed 'a series of
automatic and volitional "social servomechanism” to control potentially disruptive factors’ (Netting,
1972, p. 139). This is especially true for the grazing pastures, the Alps. Here the mechanisms that
regulate the commons are of highest importance because they prevent accumulation of capital;
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citizenship, Bürgerrecht, is only achievable through inheritance; the tradition of democracy and the
annual change of the president of the commons association helped keep the balance, and, of
course, they needed mixed farming techniques, adapted to the altitudinal climates. And ﬁnally,
emigration was necessary to keep demography in balance—the guards of the Pope are still
recruited from the Valais.
Netting was mostly interested in the question whether people know what they do or if it is the
system that makes them do what is necessary—a question that was debated hotly in the seventies
in cultural ecology, and still today many scientists hope that exact quantitative analysis will replace
political decision with science-based data management. But the unique value of Netting’s analysis
is the detailed dissection of the entanglement of human practices in an extreme environment;
balancing on the Alp means carefully laying out the lines that bring the world into being and
identifying the knots that keep these net- or meshworks together (Ingold, 2015). Both Netting and
Niederer served as a guidance when I started to conduct ﬁeldwork in Switzerland.

Balancing a Swiss mountain village: a case study
In the mid eighties, I conducted ﬁeldwork in a tiny Alpine village, Cröt, in the canton of Grisons, in
the high valley of Avers, about the mountain grazing pasture and the life of the herders (Figure 2).
In the 13th century, German speaking Walser (the people of the Valais) had settled above the
villages of the Romansh speakers. Cröt mainly consists of two families and is surrounded by Alpine
grazing pastures, the ‘Alps,’ one of them cooperatively owned by the people of the village and my
main ﬁeld site through three months in the summer; ever since, I sporadically followed the
activities in this village, mostly from a distance. Looking back today on this ﬁeldwork, I wonder
what drove my interest as a young anthropologist. The turn to community studies in Europe
provided an institutional ﬁeld in the discipline to study what I considered the most exotic of all
cultures, our own. I had grown up in the foothills of the Alps, with the mountains at the horizon
and as a beacon for cross-generational family identity (Krauß, 2015).
But there was more to it. My generation discovered the environment as endangered, and we
blamed the industrial way of life for degrading the quality of life and depleting the natural

Figure 2. Village of Cröt, Avers, 1715m above sea level, in the Swiss canton of Grisons. The Walser (people of the Valais) usually
settled above the Romansh villages. (Photo ©Werner Rudhart).
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resources. At the same time, we were searching for alternative ways of living; this is how I turned to
anthropology and the study of so-called oral cultures who lived in animated worlds. I soon became
part of the turn of anthropology towards studying our own cultures; this turn preceded the study
of globalisation and turned into symmetric anthropology, which implies symmetry between people
and things as well as the quest to study our own cultures as if they never had been modern
(Latour, 1993). Not having been modern is diﬀerent from yearning for the traditions of the old; it
means a change of perspective, a diﬀerent interpretation of reality. In Cröt as well as in many other
mountain villages, the saying that it has to change to keep the same is true; there is a permanent
inﬂux of people and ideas to guarantee stability and to motivate the mixed economy that makes
life in altitudinal landscapes sustainable. The currently discussed phenomenon of the ‘new highlanders’ (Bender, 2015) is here one with a long history of people with diverse backgrounds; in this
case (and contrary to many others), occasional in-migration successfully helped to avoid the fate of
depopulation (Bender & Kanitschneider, 2012).
In literature, Swiss Alpine settlements are often described as shaped according to Roman and
Germanic rules of inheritance; in actual practice, even though there are the clustered villages on
the one side and the homesteads of impartible inheritance on the other, this classiﬁcation does not
hold; instead, there is a lot of mobility going on. The same is true for the village of Cröt and the
valley of Avers; for long, it was connected over passes to Italy, and only when the road was built to
Thusis, the market place in this part of Grison, did the village orient itself to Switzerland.
The grandfather of one of the two families, who was born in this high valley, had spent 24 years
of his life in the United States, before he shifted his household into this village in 1928. When in the
nearby Italian Vale di Lei a huge dam was built, one of the Italian construction workers stayed in
Cröt and married one of the grandfather’s daughters. The new villager extended the system of
mixed economy; he was a jack of all trades, a farmer and a restaurant owner, and he ran a small
tourist business. His son, who today lives there with three children, added a business with three
trucks, mostly for commercial and communal work, and he additionally owns 35 goats and 20
cows. The second family in the village runs a business for interior design with wood and especially
stones from the valley and surrounding mountains, with clients coming from far away. This family is
no longer tied to the farming business, except in-so-far as they have shares in the Alp’s cooperative
organisation. Their business, instead, connects them directly to the gentriﬁed world of Switzerland.
It is fascinating to see how from one generation to the next inhabitants manage mixed economies
and ﬁnd a reason to live in this village. But, of course, it was for many generations a precarious life,
economically and psychologically. When I talked with one of the elderly inhabitants, she sighed
deeply and confessed that she hated the mountains; it is like life in a prison, she said. I never had
seen it this way before, but people are not there for the postcard beauty of the landscape. They are
part and parcel of the landscape which they shape and inhabit, day in day out for generations. One
of the central beacons and common bonds between the families is the cooperatively owned Alp;
this brings mutual obligations, ﬁnancial gain and a permanent seasonal input of foreign workers,
traditionally form Italy, but also hay makers from Portugal or herders from Germany.
Formerly, herders came from Italy, so-called Bergamasker, but they found better jobs elsewhere
and were replaced by young people, mostly from Switzerland or Germany. In 1982 a friend of mine,
Rudi, an already experienced herder, and I applied for the job as herders, and I asked for time oﬀ to
conduct ﬁeldwork. We invited our friend Harry, who lives in the ﬂatlands of Northern Germany, for
the day trip, which turned out to be his ﬁrst trip ever to the Alps. He started a conversation about
the goats with the local Italian rooted mountain farmer and was immediately hired as a goat
keeper. This was a decision that changed Harry’s life; this year, he celebrates his 35th anniversary as
a seasonal herder in Cröt (Figure 3). He herds both the cattle and the goats, and as a seasonal
worker, he became a regular part of village life. Like many of my generation, he dreamed of a
diﬀerent life from those of his peers in Germany; he appreciated the freedom and independence of
the life as a herder. Even though herders are low in the economic hierarchy, they are highly
respected and are protected by those who hire them. They thus diﬀer from the itinerant artisans,
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Figure 3. The anthropologist and the ‘new highlander’, Harry, who originally comes from the ﬂatlands in Northern Germany
and is now in his 35th year as a herder. (Photo© Werner Rudhart).

who are mostly regarded with suspicion. Like his hosts, Harry lives according to the rhythm of the
seasons and inside a weather-world as described by Tim Ingold (2010), with literally the eagles
above him and leaving the materialistic way of life to those in the valley below. He even refuses to
carry a cell phone with him, and he is highly acknowledged for being able to replace the
veterinarian by giving homeopathic cures to ill cattle.
Herding is a multi-species activity; cows, sheep and cattle can here be regarded as actors, in the
herding assemblage, with a diﬀerent perspective of the world; herders necessarily have to become
multi-species and multi-lingual specialists to keep them alive in these dangerously composed
assemblies of meteorological, geological, and other not-human actors. Castaing-Taylor, one of
the directors of the anthropological ﬁlm ‘Sweetgrass,’ describes this multi-species experience of
herders as follows:
It’s out of fashion to see nature as anything other than some secondary cultural construction, but we’re all
part of it, as much as city folks suppose otherwise, and throughout history humans and animals have
commingled in ways that have deeply aﬀected the kinds of beings we’ve become. But what phenomenologist ever considers the lifeworld of an animal? It’d be a joke. Yet at the same time, how can you not? Of
course, sheep are totally over-determined mythologically. They’re the world’s proverbially dumbest animal,
ridiculed by us for their supposed credulity, timidity, and stupidity. And at the same time they’re the
paragon of innocence, especially in Abrahamic religions—the carefree gambolling lamb, Christ as agnus dei,
the church as his ﬂock, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Muhammad, and King David all being shepherds, the
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Passover lamb as Korban for Jews, and their annual sacriﬁce in Eid-al-Adha for Muslims, and so on.
Culturally, and religiously, the symbolic signiﬁcance of sheep is huge, and has been basically ever since
we domesticated them in the Neolithic Revolution, 10,000 years ago. But when you’re with them, and
especially day in day out in such close quarters up in the mountains, their allegorization just falls away, and
you’re left encountering brute sheep, negotiating with them where to go, where to bed down, where to
feed, whatever: you’re in this embodied relationship, resisting, cajoling, cohabiting together. (cited in
Kuehner, 2010, p.6)

People like Harry or Portuguese haymakers, Italian shepherds and urban cow herders bring a
permanent inﬂux of ideas, and the villagers are highly conscious of their way of life. Of course, they
take advantage of the multiple subsidies that are coming in from the Swiss government, but when
they were asked to become part 'a': of a National Park, they declined. Balancing on an Alp means
also balancing carefully between agro-environmental bureaucracy and abandonment; leading a
self-conscious life is a practice that necessitates permanent awareness—and a story to tell that
makes sense to those who are part of it.

Conclusion
Living life in the Anthropocene and conducting research about it are mutually dependent
activities; there is no outside to the research. Common futures mean both the institution of
the commons as a practice and a bond that ties humans and not-humans together in often
sustainable ways, and it also means the commonality of people and things as expressed in
common law and common labour as described by Arnold Niederer. There is no gap to bridge
between nature and culture or quantitative analysis and qualitative research. Instead of bridging
the gap, I suggest taking the metaphorical ‘gap’ literally and to visit the ‘Viamala gorge’ in the
Avers or other river canyons that serve as attractive sight seeing points in the Alps. There are
secrets to be found in these gaps, which are the source of many myths and sagas. The wanderer
in these often loud, dark and damp Alpine gorges is confronted with kinaesthetic sensations;
the water, the sounds, the atmosphere, the wet stones, the ancient plants and the spirited
atmosphere literally take possession of the curious intruder. Everything is alive, animated, and
acts upon each other. The wanderer does not walk on the surface anymore; instead, the
wanderer is enmeshed in the weather-world (Ingold, 2010), Earthbound (Latour, 2013) and
entangled with not-human actors (Tsing, 2015). This animated world implies a de-centring of
an anthropocentric perspective and a shift towards a diﬀerent understanding of landscapes,
which no longer serve as passive platforms for human agency, whether we walk through the
gorge or build a bridge over it. Alternative common futures are not necessarily out there;
instead, they start from a diﬀerent perception of reality. Sometimes they are already in the
making and wait for their stories to be told and to be made public.

Notes
1. The Anthropocene as a new geological epoch is still under discussion. For the purpose of this article, I use
Anthropocene as an anthropological concept that highlights the relational aspects between humans and their
environment, as discussed in Haraway, Ishikawa, Gilbert, Olwig, Tsing, & Bubandt, N. (2015).
2. The Alpine Convention is an international treaty between the Alpine Countries (Austria, France, Germany, Italy,
Liechtenstein, Monaco, Slovenia and Switzerland) as well as the EU, for the sustainable development and
protection of the Alps.
3. For an overview, see Krauß (1987). In the following, all information is derived from Krauß (1987) except where
indicated.
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