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Abstract 

 

Time and the Other in the Anthropocene: Thoughts Towards our Non-Modern Future 

 

by 

 

Jeremy Kwanglee Soh 

 

Doctor of Philosophy in Anthropology 

 

University of California, Berkeley 

 

Professor Xin Liu, Chair 

 

 

Time and the Other in the Anthropocene is a reflection on the contemporary transformation of the 

figure of the human (anthropos) into a geological agent and the way this is linked to a pluralization 

of time, on the one hand, and a pluralization of ontology, on the other hand.  Specifically, it 

examines the conceptual link between the disintegration of the notion of Nature in the 

contemporary and its connection to the new pluralism in anthropology which has arisen as a 

response to the climate crisis.  I consider the way this new pluralism, associated with what has 

been dubbed “the ontological turn” in anthropology, is strikingly being formulated, no longer 

through the question of the relativity of cultures, but rather that of natures.  This move towards an 

analysis of various ways of being or what could be called a pluralist realism, I suggest, is one of 

the most original and crucial responses to climate crisis in that it foregrounds the question of the 

multiplicity of the modes of composing worlds which the Anthropocene has made a matter of dire 

necessity to think today.  

 

Using the novel framework Philippe Descola and Bruno Latour’s comparative anthropology, I 

foreground the anthropologies of Amazonia and Melanesia as two examples of other modes of 

composing the world.  I reflect on the manner in which the ontological predicates of the Amazonian 

(or Amerindian) and Melanesian world allow us to view fundamental modern concepts – nature 

and culture, subject and object – otherwise.  As essentially anthropomorphic worlds, my implicit 

suggestion throughout is that Amazonia and Melanesia worlds stand in a stark counterpoint to 

anthropocentric ones with regard to the most basic principles of what counts as “being” and 

“human” being.  By extending or attributing what we call “agency” and “subjectivity” to every 

other being in the world, Amazonians and Melanesians also turn these very categories from our 

point of view unrecognizable.  Showing us that being and the world have been thought on entirely 

different premises and with entirely different concepts, the properly transcendental equivocation 

of these categories enables us to develop a new comparative vision and invites us to begin the 

collective work of imagining another mode of being human per se – an anthropology, precisely – 

on the new Earth in which we live.  
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Introduction 

 

The End of Nature…  

 

 

The degree to which we are all involved in the control of the earth’s life is just beginning to dawn 

on most of us, and it means another revolution for human thought. 

 

--- Lewis Thomas, The Lives of a Cell 

 

 

This work was born out of the sense of an urgency to reflect on the profound transformation of the 

figure of the anthropos today.  As we are aware, at the turn of the last millennium, there came to 

be a scientific recognition that the human species on the planet presents itself today as a geological 

force comparable to plate tectonics and glacial cycles, raising the prospect of a new epoch on the 

Geological Time Scale that atmospheric chemist, Paul Crutzen, and ecologist, Eugene Stoermer, 

in their 2000 report in the International Geosphere-Biosphere Programme (IGBP) Newsletter, 

have proposed to call the “Anthropocene.”  One of the immediate consequences of this redefinition 

of humans as material forces on the Earth has been the profound destabilization of the distinction 

between Nature and Culture, the central principle which underpins modern thought and has more 

generally informed, in different ways, the history of Occidental thought.   

It has become clear, on the one hand, that it is no longer possible to draw any clear dividing 

line between Nature and Culture, since anything having to do with the geophysical processes of 

the Earth is so deeply intertwined with human activity that to attempt to take one apart from the 

other is effectively to render both indistinct; on the other hand, the concept of Nature as a realm of 

largely de-animated objective and physical processes has also ceased to make much sense in the 

face of its material transformation into a subject which is actively responding to us, such as we are 

witnessing in the growing number of random and unpredictable ecological disasters surrounding 

us.  

My concern in this work, generally, is less with the destructive than with what we might 

call the “creative” dimension of the Anthropocene.  Even if its larger significance is just now 

beginning to sink into our collective consciousness, it is already evident that the Anthropocene is 

forcing us today to rethink everything from politics, history, nature, physical matter, society, and 

the environment, to more central categories in modern thought such as subject and object, nature 

and culture, and humans and nonhumans.  In the current movement of the so-called “return to 

realism,” much has thus been made of the “new material agencies” which the climate crisis is 

understood to have inaugurated.  Indeed, from the point of view of an anthropologist, the 

conjunction of events today could not be more striking.  In a totally unexpected way, it appears as 

though, all of a sudden, the most contemporary question of modern science – the mutation of our 

relation to the Earth – is rejoining one of the oldest questions of social anthropology – that of the 

multiplicity of the forms and orders by which human collectives across the world institute 

relationships to the beings of the Earth regarded as subjects.   

I have gathered here a range of materials drawn from the several lines of inquiry I 

undertook with respect to the question of nonhuman personhood and the social and kinship 

relations established between humans and nonhumans which constituted the original plan for my 

research.  The initial scope of my research was on the concept of analogy and analogic 



 - 2 - 

transformations which I first encountered in the anthropology of Melanesia, particularly in the 

works of Marilyn Strathern and Roy Wagner, among others such as Jadran Mimica and Edward 

Schiefflin.  I saw in the idea of “analogical relations,” such as it is both lived and conceived by 

Melanesian persons, a powerful way to think a relational ontology of personhood which would not 

only obviate the modern opposition between nature and culture (as well as that between humans 

and nonhumans), but also inform, more generally, the problem of the individuation of discrete 

entities out of a relational milieu.  A particular point of interest was the indigenous concept of the 

“one” in the thought and social action of Melanesian collectives which I had sought initially to put 

into comparative analysis with the concepts of singularity in German Idealism.   

Along the way, however, it had become more and more apparent to me that the 

anthropological and philosophical materials on which I was working, particularly those bearing 

upon the problem of the modern insistence on separating nature and culture as discrete ontological 

spheres of being, was not only germane to philosophical problems which have emerged in our 

present predicament in the Anthropocene, but could very well serve to inflect them in a very 

different way and lend them a different intelligibility.  Aware of the enormity of the present 

problem of modernity in our current historical conjuncture, both materially and intellectually, and 

compelled by a sense of necessity to deal with the question of the ecological crisis more directly, 

I had decided to take a leap from my previous project and follow a path of inquiry different from 

what I had originally envisioned.   

My central concern in this study is to examine the conceptual link between the 

disintegration of the notion of Nature in the contemporary and its connection to the new pluralism 

in anthropology which has arisen as a response to the climate crisis.  More precisely, I am 

concerned here with the way this new pluralism, associated with what has been dubbed “the 

ontological turn” in anthropology, is strikingly being formulated, no longer through the question 

of the relativity of cultures, but rather that of natures.  This move towards an analysis of various 

ways of being or what could be called a pluralist realism, it seems to me, is one of the most original 

and crucial responses to climate crisis in that it foregrounds the question of the multiplicity of the 

modes of composing worlds which the Anthropocene has made a matter of dire necessity to think 

today.  

Indeed, what is unprecedented in the historical period into we which have entered is that, 

for the first time, it is modernity itself which is raising the question of other modes of composing 

the world, since its fundamental presuppositions regarding nature, humanity, and the cosmos is 

increasingly being acknowledged to be constitutive of the climate crisis.  In the most material sense 

now, as Philippe Descola has claimed in The Ecology of Others, “it has become indispensable in 

the West to reflect upon the effects of the disintegration of our notion of the natural world by 

locating this problem in a more general framework… [which] would allow the examination of the 

different conceptions of the biological dimension of humans and of the relations with the physical 

environment that they have developed in various places in the course of history.” (2013a: 83) 

The idea of “nature” itself, moreover, appears to be playing an entirely new role with regard 

to different human collectives across the world.  As Bruno Latour has astutely observed, if in the 

past, the more we reflected on the question of nature, the more united we felt (taken, as it was, as 

the very name for “objectivity”), the situation is now exactly the reverse: the more we attempt to 

reflect on it, the more divided we become.  In all the global discussions and debates on the current 

state of the Earth, it is clear that there is little if any agreement even with respect to the very 

substance of what we are trying to talk about (the nature of forests, ocean acidification, ecological 

cycles, aerosol use, the uneven contributions to carbon pollution, and suchlike, are all sources of 
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great and intense contention), let alone the question of just what we are supposed to do.  Precisely, 

what seems to divide us today is no longer simply the differences of “cultures,” but the very 

common condition of “nature” into which we have all been thrown. “Nature” no longer appears to 

be the universal, common ground for our cultural differences but is itself the differentiated ground 

on which we stand.   

In a move which we can understand to be an emergent form of self-consciousness with 

regard to the decisive role of modernity and techno-scientific rationality in the future and destiny 

of the Earth, the proponents of the ontological turn have seized the moment of our present situation 

in the Anthropocene to place modernity and its modes of thought under a scrutiny which has rarely 

in the past ever seemed possible.  Strikingly, in the work of Philippe Descola and Bruno Latour, 

we see the fundamental categories of modernity, Nature and Culture, which have long been taken 

for granted as the universal categories, submitted to a new characterization in the framework of a 

novel comparative anthropology in which they appear not only as confined to a modern vision of 

the world, but also re-specified as such from the point of view of other modes of composing the 

world.  Hence, rather than simply registering the heterogeneous effects of the collapse of the 

Nature-Culture schema or celebrating its material deconstruction, Descola and Latour have moved 

to effectively unseat modernity from its hegemonic position as the form and structure of the world 

by making it evident that the nature-culture distinction forms merely one of the many ways of 

predicating and organizing the continuities and discontinuities between the beings in the world, 

and indeed, one of the least favorable (not to say, insane) ones in our present predicament.  

It is with this comparative framework in mind that I have proceeded to discuss the two 

metaphysical realities, that of Amazonia and Melanesia, which I have chosen to foreground in this 

work as examples of other modes of ontological distribution.  I do not engage here in a strictly 

comparative analysis myself.  I have attempted rather to use the work of Descola and Latour as the 

theoretical background from which to reflect on the manner in which the ontological predicates of 

the Amazonian (or Amerindian) and Melanesian world allow us to view fundamental modern 

concepts – nature and culture, subject and object – otherwise.  Thus, they are raised as examples 

not in the manner of ethnographic exemplifications but as actual modes of thought which hold the 

power of putting-into-variation our own (to the point, we will see, of warping the language of their 

description, and even English vocabulary itself).  Incidentally, the concept of “perspective” is 

central to my analysis not just because it lies at the nexus between the canonical distinctions of 

modern concepts and serves in general as a conceptual space for the thought of the multiple, but 

also because it is itself a concept indigenous to both Amazonia and Melanesia in this very same 

sense and can be understood, as I will show, to function as a powerful operator in the constitution 

and composition of the Amazonian and Melanesian world.  Indeed, it will be shown to be the 

source of the categorical “equivocations” of Nature and Humanity which forms the central theme 

of our discussion.   

As essentially anthropomorphic worlds, my implicit suggestion throughout is that 

Amazonia and Melanesia stand in a stark counterpoint to anthropocentric ones with regard to the 

most basic principles of what counts as “being” and “human” being.  By extending or attributing 

what we call “agency” and “subjectivity” to every other being in the world, Amazonians and 

Melanesians also turn these very categories from our point of view unrecognizable.  But, of course, 

this is the very crux of the matter: it is something else altogether which is being referred to.  

Amazonians and Melanesians show us that the way in which we think something counts as a being 

may yet be some other being, or, more positively, that there are indeed other ways of being than 

the way in which we commonly recognize them to be.  They are “conceptual embodiments of the 
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thesis that another world is possible,” that there is life beyond capitalism, societies outside the 

State, and existence beyond modernity1.   

This is not to say that these collectives are “solutions” for our problems – we had better be 

done with such ideas if we are going to survive the coming times, what Stengers (2015) has rightly 

characterized as the “coming barbarism” – but rather that they offer us a means from which to 

begin to elaborate our questions differently, which is the precise definition of a “problem.”  The 

coming of the Anthropocene for the denizens of the modern world means precisely that nothing 

anymore can be seen to be “clear” in this way, as the customary identification of “nature” with 

“reality” is now becoming increasingly (and thankfully) both materially and conceptually obsolete.  

We have to begin, not to find answers, but to disinter the questions which have been buried by 

them, as James Baldwin once spoke of the purpose of art, which was for him also a question of the 

political imagination.  

Such, of course, is the theoretical orientation of Eduardo Viveiros de Castro himself, from 

whom I have taken the inspiration, first of all, to draw upon the Amerindian materials I use here, 

but more generally to develop an anthropological mode of metaphysical analysis in which modern 

categories can be subjected to a profound fundamental displacement without, one the one hand, 

turning them into problems of mere “artifice” (a matter of simply “getting rid of Western concepts” 

in order purportedly to “see reality for what it is,” and suchlike) or, on the other hand, just 

epistemological questions of the “incommensurability of worldviews” (a matter of stating the 

obvious, “to each his own,” “we are all equal differently,” and suchlike).   

It is, after all, as I hope to show, an anthropology which is at stake today, the problem of 

new and different figurations of human existence which the matter of “anthropogenic climate 

change” should be understood as having quite literally produced as our common collective 

condition on Earth, and yet to that same extent the ground of our most intense divergences.  “The 

true beauty of the term Anthropocene,” as Latour has been moved to declare in a more celebratory 

note, “is that it brings us very close to anthropology, and it makes less implausible the comparison 

of collectives finally freed of the obligation to locate any one collective with respect to the others 

according to the sole schema of nature (singular) and cultures (plural), where unity would be on 

one side, multiplicity on the other.  Finally, multiplicity is everywhere!  Politics can begin again.” 

(2017: 143)  

 

 

Outline of the Chapters 

 

Chapter One, Changing Times, explains the consequences of the Anthropocene as producing a 

radical temporal disjunction in the present, where the historical epoch which we have called 

modernity is revealed to have always been linked to the deep time of the geological Earth and by 

extension to planetary history as a whole.  One of the major consequences of this shift in temporal 

registers has been a profound destabilization of the concept of history, which has normatively been 

conceived of as ontologically distinct from nature, on the one hand, and also reducible only to the 

human experience, on the other.  But more than that, owing to the fact that the Earth today presents 

itself as a subjective and historical force, the general meaning of the Anthropocene, as Dipesh 

Chakrabarty has argued, appears to be the pluralization of time itself. 

                                                      
1 Cf. Viveiros de Castro’s ‘The Untimely, Again’ (2010), the introduction to Clastres’s Archaeology of Violence 

(2010), pp. 15.  
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Chapter Two, Earth Beings, moves from the problem of time and raises the question of the 

character of the human as having been rendered a deeply equivocal entity by the climate crisis, 

and proposes that the material demise of the modern schema of “Man facing Nature” has made 

necessary not just a radical disaggregation of Nature but also of the Human (that has existed as an 

abstract (European) generality), forcing an ontological redistribution of what we had formerly 

called “natural” as well as what we had formerly called “social” or “symbolic.”  In this light, it 

proposes that the wildly divergent ideas of “nature” on the part of indigenous people have gained 

a new relevance, not so much because they present us with other ways of “viewing Nature,” but 

because they allow us to see the lineaments of other ontological distributions of the world.   

Through examples from both Amerindian ethnography and contemporary indigenous 

political struggles, the chapter proceeds to discuss how the Amerindian and specifically 

Amazonian image of thought is grounded in the idea of the personhood and even the humanity of 

all things, such that what we see as natural entities are treated rather as social and moral entities, 

if not indeed kin-people with whom human-persons exist in an essential relationship.  In suggesting 

the significance this has for the Anthropocenic subjectivation of the Earth today, it concludes with 

a discussion of the Amerindian anthropomorphic universe as implicating not just an entirely 

different concept of perspective but also an entirely different concept of the Human – an alter-

metaphysics that Viveiros de Castro has provocatively called a “multinaturalism.”  

Chapter Three, The Melanesian Fold, takes up a different example of an anthropomorphic 

world (Melanesia) conceived in terms of a “continuous sociality” wherein human “conventions” 

are identified as innate to the matter of the world, whose relational “flow” thereby becomes 

organized into a differentiated series of folds so that the ontological dimensions of interiority and 

exteriority are thought of as essentially transformations or versions of one another.  Through a 

range of detailed ethnographic examples, the chapter proposes that the Melanesian preoccupation 

with the inside and outside of things/beings presents a different way of thinking about what the 

Moderns call in their correspondence-ontology the problem of the relation between “subject” and 

“object,” one that gives logical priority not only to relations over substance, but also to the 

transformational and virtual status of every individuated being, in a way that seems to mirror 

ironically the modern predicament of an “equivocal” humanity.   
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1 

 

Changing Times 

 

 

At this stage… we are still treading on terra incognita. 

 

--- Paul Crutzen, Geology of Mankind 

 

 

All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face 

with sober senses his real conditions of life, and his relations with his kind. 

 

--- Karl Marx, The Communist Manifesto 

 

 

 

In Search of Lost Time 

 

The irruption of the word "Anthropocene" into our contemporary imagination signals a deeply 

paradoxical situation.  On the one hand, it registers, quite unequivocally, the end of a certain 

humanism, the humanism of our academic humanities which, as we know, has deeply informed 

all of our normative discourses on history, subjectivity and social thought and agency, at least since 

the beginning of the modern historical period in the West.  On the other hand, it signifies, quite 

contrarily to the former, the corresponding emergence of a new conception of the human, a figure 

which, having been forcibly divorced from the ontological predicates by which it has traditionally 

been known – at least from the point of view of what we can loosely call "the modern tradition of 

thought" – appears as an entity which is no longer easily recognizable, both in terms of its agentive 

capacities and, in a larger sense, its very being in the real.  As Latour has pointed out, in a moment 

which we may rightly call "post-natural," even the concept of the “post-human” appears no longer 

to possess much value or utility, having been rendered, at best, an anachronism by the clear 

evidence of anthropogenic climate change.  Ironically, at the very moment of the declaration of a 

“post-humanism” in the social sciences and humanities, geologists, chemists, and climatologists 

are returning to us an image of the anthropos in an entirely new shape2.   

We live today, truly, in interesting times, a time of a great transition between epochs, 

recalling the term in its original sense of a “being between,” interesse, a time which is not just 

different but differing, one that is fundamentally, as Macbeth would have it, “out of joint.”  But I 

raise the figure of time here not merely as a manner of speaking.  In a quite actual sense, the central 

significance of the Anthropocene can be seen to be expressed most powerfully in the way it 

disrupts our sense of being in time.  A glance at the titles of the growing literature on the topic 

suffices to indicate this: ‘Are We Now Living in the Anthropocene?3’, ‘Are Humans Now 

Overwhelming the Great Forces of Nature?4’, ‘An Epoch Debate5’, ‘The New World of the 

                                                      
2 See Bruno Latour, Facing Gaia: Eight Lectures on the New Climatic Regime (2017), pp. 117. 
3 Zalasiewicz & Williams, et al. (2008) 
4 Steffen, Crutzen & McNeill (2007) 
5 Vince (2011) 
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Anthropocene6’, ‘How Long Have We Been in the Anthropocene Era?’.  It is almost as if the 

ground has been cut out from under us, such that we no longer even know where to place ourselves 

in time.  Our past actions, moreover, seem themselves to have a scope and a causal dimension far 

more extensive than we predicted, returning to us like an apparition from another time different 

from the one in which we imagined we had undertaken them, like the uncanny effect of a 

belatedness which Buddhists summarize in the concept of karma, the extended life of deeds which 

persist beyond their initial catalysts.   

“For the past three centuries,” Crutzen (2002) reports, in a short article published in Nature, 

entitled ‘Geology of Mankind’, “the effects of humans on the global environment have escalated.  

Because of these anthropogenic emissions of carbon dioxide, global climate may depart 

significantly from natural behavior for many millennia to come.  It seems appropriate to assign the 

term ‘Anthropocene’ to the present… human-dominated, geological epoch, supplementing the 

Holocene – the warm period of the past 10-12 millennia.”  And yet, he continues: “The 

Anthropocene could be said to have started in the latter part of the eighteenth century, when 

analyses of air trapped in polar ice showed the beginning of growing global concentrations of 

carbon dioxide and methane.  This date also happens to coincide with James Watt’s design of the 

steam engine in 1784.”  The sense here of what we may call a wrinkled temporality is readily 

apparent.  And it appears, indeed, to be the motivating drive behind the search for the meaning of 

our actions in retrospect.  In several of their articles, it is clear that Crutzen and Stoermer felt it to 

be a matter of necessity to inform us that, prior to the announcement of the Anthropocene as a new 

geological epoch at the turn of the twentieth century, the increasing powers of the human upon the 

Earth was already the subject of growing concern on the part of scientists working in the 

nineteenth-century.   

As early as 1864, E.P. Marsh (1867), for instance, had devoted an entire book to the issue 

of the transformative agency of humans with respect to the Earth’s physical geography, and barely 

a decade later, in 1873, Italian geologist Antonio Stoppani was already compelled to speak of the 

presence of modern humans as “a new telluric force which in power and universality may be 

compared to the greater forces of earth,” implicating what he called in geological terms an 

“anthropozoic era.”  By the early twentieth century, we are told, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin and 

Edouard Le Roy, Catholic thinkers of evolution, along with Russian geochemist Vladmir 

Vernadsky, sought together, in light of the distinctive and measurable transformations in the 

biosphere wrought by human technological inventions, to propose yet another term, the noösphere, 

or “mind-sphere,” in order to conceptualize the effects of human habitation on the earth7.  

According to Steffan, Grinewald, Crutzen and McNeill (2011), Vernadsky was known to have 

written at this time that “in our geologic era, in the psychozoic era – the era of Reason – a new 

geochemical factor of paramount importance appears.” 

 

During the last 10,000 or 20,000 years, the geochemical influence of agriculture has 

become unusually intense and diverse.  We see a surprising speed in the growth of 

mankind’s geochemical work.  We see a more and more pronounced influence of 

consciousness and collective human reason upon geochemical processes.  Man has 

introduced into the planet’s structure a new form of effect upon the exchange of atoms 

between living matter and inert matter.  Formerly, organisms affected the history only of 

those atoms that were necessary for their respiration, nutrition and proliferation.  Man has 

                                                      
6 Zalasiewicz, Williams, Steffen & Crutzen (2010) 
7 See Crutzen & Stoermer (2000), ‘The Anthropocene’, and Crutzen (2002), ‘Geology of Mankind’. 
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widened this circle, exerting influence upon elements necessary for technology and for the 

creation of civilized forms of life.  Man acts here not as homo sapiens, but as homo sapiens 

faber8.  

 

At present, the powers of the human as this Homo Faber have reached, it is claimed, a scale 

and a magnitude never before witnessed.  The “Great Acceleration9” or what has been 

characterized as the “second stage” of the Anthropocene into which we are supposed to have 

collectively entered sometime around 1945, provides perhaps the starkest picture of this expanded 

power of the human species.  Amongst all the evidence gathered in the scientific analysis of human 

technological activity on the earth in the past centuries, as Steffen, Sanderson and Tyson (2004) 

have reported: “One feature stands out as remarkable.  The second half of the twentieth century is 

unique in the entire history of human existence on Earth.  Many human activities reached take-off 

points sometime in the twentieth century and have accelerated sharply towards the end of the 

century.  The last 50 years have without doubt seen the most rapid transformation of the human 

relationship with the natural world in the history of humankind.” (131)  In another article, Steffen, 

Crutzen and McNeill (2007) have hence sought to draw our attention to the exponential increase 

in a whole range of human enterprises, displayed in a series of so-called “hockey stick” graphs, in 

the period after the second world war during which population growth, water use, fertilizer and 

paper consumption, GDP growth, the damming of rivers, the extension of communication 

networks, increased reliance on motor vehicle transportation, the expansions of international 

tourism and foreign investment, and the like, can all be seen as direct expressions of an acceleration 

of time.   

But what is of interest here is that all of this is reported in the form of a recollection of what 

we had lived through but, as is implied, we did not quite experience as such, whence the need to 

recount the events of history which in terms of chronology have already passed.  This much 

becomes apparent when our authors proceed to tell us:  

    

In many respects the stage had been set for the Great Acceleration by 1890 or 1910.  

Population growth was proceeding faster than at any previous time in human history, as 

well as economic growth.  Industrialization had gathered irresistible momentum, and was 

spreading quickly in North America, Europe, Russia, and Japan. Automobiles and airplanes 

had appeared, and soon rapidly transformed mobility.  The world economy was growing 

ever more tightly linked by mounting flows of migration, trade, and capital.  The years 

                                                      
8 Quoted on pp. 845 of Steffen, W.; Grinevald, J.; Crutzen, P.; McNeill, J., 2011, ‘The Anthropocene: conceptual and 

historical perspectives’, Philosophical Transactions of The Royal Society A, (2011) 369, 842-867. Our authors proceed 

to point out that, in speaking of Homo Faber, Vernadsky was drawing on none other than Henri Bergson who wrote, 

in Creative Evolution (1913 [1907]): “A century has elapsed since the invention of the steam engine, and we are only 

just beginning to feel the depths of the shock it gave us.  But the revolution it has effected in industry has nevertheless 

upset human relations altogether.  New ideas are arising, new feelings are on the way to flower.  In thousands of years, 

when, seen from the distance, only the broad lines of the present age will still be visible, our wars and our revolutions 

will count for little, even supposing they are remembered at all; but the steam engine, and the procession of inventions 

of every kind that accompanied it, will perhaps be spoken of as we speak of the bronze or of the chipped stone of pre-

historic times: it will serve to define an age.”  And Bergson continues: “If we could rid ourselves of all pride, if, to 

define our species, we kept strictly to what the historic and the prehistoric periods show us to be the constant 

characteristic of man and of intelligence, we should say not Homo sapiens, but Homo faber.  In short, intelligence, 

considered in what seems to be its original feature, is the faculty of manufacturing artificial objects, especially tools 

to make tools, and of indefinitely varying the manufacture. (138-139) 
9 See Steffen et.al (2015).  
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1870 to 1914 were, in fact, an age of globalization in the world economy.  Mines and 

plantations in diverse lands such as Australia, South Africa, and Chile were opening or 

expanding in response to the emergence of growing markets for their products, especially 

in the cities of the industrialized world. 

At the same time, cities burgeoned as public health efforts, such as checking 

waterborne disease through sanitation measures, for the first time in world history made it 

feasible for births consistently to outnumber deaths in urban environments.  A major 

transition was underway in which the characteristic habitat of the human species, which 

for several millennia had been the village, now was becoming the city.  (In 1890 perhaps 

200 million people lived in cities worldwide, but by 2000 the figure had leapt to three 

billion, half of the human population).  Cities had long been the seats of managerial and 

technological innovation and engines of economic growth, and in the Great Acceleration 

played that role with even greater effect. (Steffen et al. 2007: 617) 

 

If, as our authors go on to narrate, the disasters attendant to the two world wars and the 

intervening years of the Great Depression had undoubtedly slowed down and at a certain point 

even effectively brought to a halt, population, economic, and city growth, they also consequently 

“inspired a new regime of international institutions after 1945 that helped create conditions for 

resumed economic growth,” bringing about the massive and unprecedented expansion in human 

scientific and technological enterprises we know today as the “post-WWII boom.”  They continue: 

 

The United States in particular championed more open trade and capital flows, 

reintegrating much of the world economy and helping growth rates reach their highest ever 

levels in the period from 1950 to 1973.  At the same time, the pace of technological change 

surged.  Out of World War II came a number of new technologies – many of which 

represented new applications for fossil fuels – and a commitment to subsidized research 

and development, often in the form of alliances among government, industry, and 

universities.  This proved enormously effective and, in a climate of renewed prosperity, 

ensured unprecedented funding for science and technology, unprecedented recruitment into 

these fields, and unprecedented advances as well. 

The Great Acceleration took place in an intellectual, cultural, political, and legal 

context in which the growing impacts upon the Earth System counted for very little in the 

calculations and decisions made in the world’s ministries, boardrooms, laboratories, 

farmhouses, village huts, and, for that matter, bedrooms.  This context was not new, but it 

too was a necessary condition for the Great Acceleration. 

The exponential character of the Great Acceleration is obvious from our 

quantification of… atmospheric CO2 concentration… Although by the Second World War 

the CO2 concentration had clearly risen above the upper limit of the Holocene, its growth 

rate hit a take-off point around 1950.  Nearly three-quarters of the anthropogenically driven 

rise in CO2 concentration has occurred since 1950 (from about 310 to 380 ppm), and about 

half of the total rise (48 ppm) has occurred in just the last 30 years. (Ibid 2007: 618) 

 

The perceived need on the part of climate scientists to recollect the general picture of 

modern history in order, apparently, to lend meaning to our present moment is striking precisely 

in that it is a tacit acknowledgement of the central significance of time in the problem of climate 

change.  In one scientific article after another, it is this deep sense of a belatedness of the meaning 
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of our actions in time which comes to the fore as the most salient meaning of the Anthropocene.  

Reading the literature on the Anthropocene, Latour (2017) has also remarked upon this 

phenomenon.  In the contemporary moment, he says: “It seems as though we have become the 

people who could have acted thirty or forty years ago – and who did nothing, or far too little.” 

   

A strange situation: we crossed a series of thresholds, we went through total war, and hardly 

noticed a thing! So that now we’re bending under the weight of a gigantic event that has 

crept up on us behind our backs without our really realizing it… hidden behind the 

profusion of world wars, colonial wars, and nuclear threats, there was, in the twentieth 

century, that “classic century of war,” another war, also worldwide, also total, also colonial, 

that we lived through without experiencing it. (9)  

 

It was not without a good dose of irony therefore, that, registering the spirit of the times, 

The Economist decided to publish an article with the title, ‘Welcome to the Anthropocene’, 

featuring on the front cover of the magazine a strangely anachronistic image of the globe in the 

state of assembly in the mechanical style of the late nineteenth-century, with its subtitle declaring: 

“Humans have changed the way the world works.  Now they have to change the way they think 

about it, too10.”  The sudden welcome of humanity into the Anthropocene is precisely neither 

“sudden” nor particularly “welcoming,” but something which has long been in the making, 

proceeding however at a rate which everyone expected, despite the exponential increases in 

techno-industrial production and consumption over the modern historical period, to have in 

principle maintained, relative to geological time, a fairly modest scale and proportionality in its 

overall effects – until, of course, the slow but mounting evidence began to testify to a picture of 

reality quite different from what we had assumed.   

Indeed, more than being a mere concern with reconstituting a proper chronology of events 

leading up to the Anthropocene, the clear scientific concern with time may rightly be apprehended 

as itself an expression of the strong and quite palpable sense, on the collective level, that it is the 

experience of our existence in time, as it has been normatively imagined, which has been rendered 

indiscernible.  Opening with the statement: “Humans have become a force of nature reshaping the 

planet on a geological scale – but at a far-faster-than-geological speed,” the Economist article 

proceeds to state in its first subsection heading: “The new geology leaves all in doubt.”  It explains: 

 

What geologists choose to call a period of history normally matters little to the rest of 

mankind; tussles at the International Commission on Stratigraphy over the boundaries of 

the Ordovician era do not normally capture headlines.  The Anthropocene is different.  It 

is one of those moments where a scientific realisation, like Copernicus grasping that the 

Earth goes round the sun, could fundamentally change people's view of things far beyond 

science.  It means more than rewriting some textbooks.  It means thinking afresh about the 

relationship between people and their world and acting accordingly. Thinking afresh is the 

easier bit.  Too many natural scientists embrace the comforting assumption that nature can 

be studied, indeed should be studied, in isolation from the human world, with people as 

mere observers.  Many environmentalists – especially those in the American tradition 

inspired by Henry David Thoreau – believe that “in wilderness is the preservation of the 

world”.  But the wilderness, for good or ill, is increasingly irrelevant11. 

                                                      
10 ‘Welcome to the Anthropocene’, The Economist, May 26th 2011. http://www.economist.com/node/18744401 
11 Ibid. 
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Nearly two centuries ago, when Marx wrote in The Communist Manifesto (1992 [1888]) 

of the way the modern bourgeoisie were engendering through the capitalist mode of production an 

“uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions,” such that even all that was solid would, too, 

“melt into air,” hardly could he have been aware that what he was describing would assume in the 

future, in our time, a far more literal meaning than he could have envisioned. (6)  Yet, read today 

in the context of the climate crisis, his words seem to gleam with a prescience that is uncanny: 

  

The bourgeoisie… [in] scarce one hundred years, has created more massive and more 

colossal productive forces than have all preceding generations together.  Subjection of 

Nature’s forces to man, machinery, application of chemistry to industry and agriculture, 

steam-navigation, railways, electric telegraphs, clearing of whole continents for 

cultivation, canalization of rivers, whole populations conjured out of the ground – what 

earlier century had even a presentiment that such productive forces slumbered in the lap of 

social labour? […] Modern bourgeois society with its relations of production, of exchange 

and of property, a society that had conjured up such gigantic means of production and of 

exchange, is like a sorcerer, who is no longer able to control the powers of the nether world 

whom he has called up by his spells. (7-8, emphasis added)   

 

In a strange way, Marx seems still to be speaking to us through the dense sedimentations of time, 

intimating to us from the past a future that has now been bequeathed to us.  But if Marx always 

sought to locate in the present the seeds of a future society, we appear submitted to the opposite 

tendency today of looking to futures still to be realized in the past.  A certain development of 

capitalism seems indeed to have drawn to an end.  The historical loop closes, but only, it seems, 

to redefine the very configuration of time. 

We are living in a time in which time has finally to be thought of as caught up in multiple 

dimensions, a time where, to paraphrase something Bergson once said, the questions pertaining to 

the union and distinction between “subjects” and “objects” are necessarily to be articulated in 

terms of differing temporalities, of durations of different speeds, rather than the positions they 

occupy in a flat space12.  Having only now arrived, at this late future point, at the fuller awareness 

of what had already been happening through us and to us, at the strange and paradoxical realization 

of what we have been doing in time; of catching up with ourselves, as it were, in front of ourselves, 

is it not time once again which has become interesting?  

 

 

The Nature of History 

 

In his deftly-titled article, ‘The Climate of History: Four Theses’ (2009), it is the matter of time 

precisely which centrally preoccupies Dipesh Chakrabarty when he problematizes the conception 

of human history in the Anthropocene.  For the postcolonial historian, if the rug seems to have 

been pulled out from under us in terms of our sense of place in history, it is first of all because 

                                                      
12 See Bergson, Matter and Memory (1991): “Questions relating to subject and object, to their distinction and their 

union, should be put in terms of time rather than space.” (71) Here I say “we’, in the quite delimited sense of those of 

us who have ever believed in the distinction between “subject” and “object” in the first place, and more importantly 

in Time as, by and large, a linear or serial continuum of passing nows, often generalized in the relative schema of past, 

present, and future times – ‘we’, that is, meaning ‘we moderns’, since these are quintessentially modern propositions.   
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modern historical thought has remained largely confined to the modern understanding of history 

as a human experience.  Founded as it is on the divide between Nature and Culture, modern 

historical thought has always maintained a strict separation between natural and human histories.  

According to the classical understanding, the difference between the two is evidenced by the form 

of temporality with which each of them is invested.  Nature, the realm of necessity and 

determination, is typified by a time which can be said to be characterized by certain kind of 

immutability, a set of relatively fixed, quasi-automatic, repetitive processes which exist in stark 

contrast to what can be perceived as the more rapid and mutable developments of human societies 

the contingent and collective aims of which, mediated by individual intention, will, and purpose, 

constitute the “true” events of history.  This conception of time as existing at different speeds in 

distinct ontological domains, he maintains, forms something like an ideological bedrock for 

modern historians from Giambattista Vico to Benedetto Croce, R.G Collingwood to E.H. Carr, 

and indeed still today; moreover, it underwrites as well the notion of agency which has come to be 

so central to the question of the Anthropocene.  Since history is construed as the expression of 

human agency across time, it is assumed correlatively that humans are essentially also the sole 

bearers of historical agency.  Collingwood’s description of Nature as having, unlike humans, “no 

inside,” is brought to mind as a salient example.   

As he claimed in The Idea of History, in the realm of Nature the “distinction between the 

inside and the outside of an event does not arise.  The events of nature are mere events, not the 

acts of agents whose thought the scientist endeavours [sic] to trace.”  Thus, the extent to which 

Man is acknowledged still to be a part of Nature is the same extent to which he is thought to remain 

submitted to non-historical determinations: “So far as man’s conduct is determined by what may 

be called his animal nature, his impulses and appetites, it is non-historical; the process of those 

activities is a natural process,” that is to say, mere expressions of a program.  According to 

Collingwood, “the historian is [therefore] not interested in the fact that men eat and sleep and make 

love and thus satisfy their natural appetites; but he is interested in the social customs which they 

create by their thought as a framework within which these appetites find satisfaction in ways 

sanctioned by convention and morality13.”  The message is clear: true history begins where nature 

ends.  Mutatis mutandis, virtually all of modern historical thought tacitly accepts this as a 

fundamental principle of human reality.   

Revealingly, Chakrabarty points out, even when such thinkers as Fernand Braudel 

undertook the task of critiquing the notion of Nature as a passive and silent backdrop to the human 

world, with the aim to furnish another history of the Mediterranean region in which the natural 

environment is reconceived as a real agentive presence and molder of human lives, the underlying 

concept of nature affirmed remained one characterized mainly by the ever-recurrent cycles of 

decline and regeneration, that is to say, by the same kind of repetitive causality supposedly 

“proper” to nonhuman life.  Whether, therefore, it is the idea of Nature as an indifferent 

background of human existence, or as a distinct ontological realm in which takes place an infinitely 

slow process of evolutionary change of which humans as biological beings are an intrinsic part, it 

is thought to exist ultimately as the simple material substrate or objective context for human life, 

and the idea of history it thus supports never goes beyond that of a primarily human history, such 

that we would seem to have to assert with Collingwood that “all history properly so called is the 

history of human affairs14.”  

                                                      
13 Quoted in Chakrabarty (2009), pp. 202-203.  
14 Ibid, pp. 203-204. 
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But it is just this sort of dichotomy between Nature and History which has become 

impossible to uphold in the Anthropocene.  To speak of anthropogenic climate change is already 

to trouble any neat division between “nature” and “human nature,” and the geopolitical question 

of human civilizations, moreover, has become bound up in such a highly equivocal way to both 

globalization and global warming that it would be ridiculous to continue to attempt to treat them 

independently or consider their effects separately.  But more crucially, it is not difficult to see that 

we are also no longer dealing with the same figure of Nature.  To be sure, what we have called 

“Nature” is transforming today at such a speed and a ferocity as to shunt us out of our usual 

presuppositions of it as an indifferent, and largely deanimated, “objective reality.”  If there is one 

thing that is clear, it is that “Nature” is showing itself to be more and more like a sensitive being 

actively responding to human activity, but in a manner which is not always easy to predict.     

There can hardly be a doubt about it.  “Time” was, when for some ten to twelve thousand 

years the geological Earth evinced its slow and quiet rhythm of development, furnishing a unified 

and uniform ground15 for the sociohistorical figurations of human realities.  But this once taciturn 

and stoic Earth which in the eyes of geological science stood as a virtually unalterable reality, is 

beginning today, as in the mythologies of old, to be agitated out of its seemingly ageless and 

archaic slumber, to murmur and quake, unleashing calamitous forces at a scale and magnitude 

spelling total disaster for humankind and life in general.  We see it everywhere around us.  Not a 

day passes, it seems, without a “gigantic” hurricane, an “unseasonal” heatwave, an 

“uncontrollable” wildfire, a “colossal” tsunami, “unanticipated” flood, “prolonged” drought, 

“deadly” blizzard, and the like, wreaking havoc and dealing death to thousands somewhere in the 

world.  What we call “Nature” has moved out from the dim background to become an actual figure 

in the foreground even on the level of immediate reality; no longer the mute material substrate 

lying in the shadow of human affairs, it has become the unlikely protagonist in them, a formidable 

shaper of our destinies, and a metamorphosing agency in its own right.  

But it is not so much that we are entering into a new “interactive relation” with Nature such 

that its reactive potentials can be understood, in the main, as results of the way it passively registers 

the multiple disturbances we are performing upon it, like the matter of clay receiving the 

impression of form about which the ancient Greeks erected so many philosophies.  “Nature” today 

has become eventful again; it has transformed, not just functionally, but essentially; it has become 

a historical force.  In their numerous reports, climatological scientists have been clear that the 

fundamental problem which we face collectively is that we have definitively altered the nature of 

the Earth itself, its very composition as such; and indeed, as they show, irrevocably so.  Not only 

have we moved past the critical thresholds16 which maintain the stability of the Earth system, some 

of which we had even deemed impossible to cross – the level of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere 

at more than 400 parts per million (ppm) being a particularly striking example; this is a threshold, 

we are told, which the Earth has not crossed since at least 2.5 million years ago! – but it is now a 

                                                      
15 I am referring here, of course, to the so-called “uniformitarian” principle of geological science, as originally 

proposed by James Hutton (1795) and Charles Lyell (1997), the idea that geological processes have remain unchanged 

in the history of the Earth and whose laws can thus be applied universally across geological epochs.   
16 Cf. Johan Rockström (2009), according to whom we have already left the “safe operating space” for three parametric 

boundaries, namely climate change, the rate of biodiversity loss, and the nitrogen and phosphorous cycles, out of a 

total of nine such boundaries which his team at the Stockholm Resilience Center has identified – climate change, 

ocean acidification, stratospheric ozone depletion, global freshwater use, biodiversity loss, interference with the 

nitrogen and phosphorous cycles, changes in land use, chemical pollution, and atmospheric aerosol loading.  We are, 

they show, also now very close to the critical threshold for another three: that of ocean acidification, fresh water use 

and land use.   
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matter of common agreement among scientists working on climate change that both past and 

present-day effects of human activity on Earth will persist for millennia, if not millions of years to 

come – and this, even if humankind itself comes to pass from the Earth17. 

The point should not be missed: to speak of the sum of human effects living on as actual 

determinants which will continue to influence Earth dynamics even after the demise of the human 

species from the planet is to admit of a conception of an Earth quite other than that of the objective 

Nature imagined by modern philosophers and humanists, and, to a certain extent, even other than 

that of a “fragile envelope of life” liberal environmentalists typically impute to it.  It presupposes 

an Earth, rather, which is capable of acting in the role of an agent possessed of animate capacities 

and powers of determination, one that is indeed invested with a temporality of its own, yet precisely 

no longer in the same way.  As Latour (2017) has been led to describe this changing face of natural 

reality: “the threat will remain with us for centuries because the relay of so many irreversible 

actions, committed by humans, has been taken up by the inertial warming of the sea, the changes 

in polar albedo, the growing acidity of the oceans,” and the like18. (39)  

The Earth today is not simply receiving and absorbing, but also taking up and taking over 

our actions in time.  Melting glaciers, rising temperatures and sea levels, the quantity of greenhouse 

gases, the degree of atmospheric carbon, the scale and frequency of droughts and hurricanes, the 

magnitude of species loss, alterations in the geochemical cycles in freshwater systems – all these 

exist as the material embodiments of human disturbance, our actions which have metamorphosed 

and have quite literally taken “objective” form.  And thus they stand as silent harbingers of the 

catastrophe waiting to happen, of another Great Flood to come, an image of the future which will 

be wrought through us, yet very likely without us.  Writing some time ago, the philosopher of 

science, Michel Serres (1995), already pointed out with great foresight that owing to the wanton 

violence we have perpetrated upon it, we find ourselves confronting an Earth that unsuspectingly 

has become subject: 

   

For, as of today, the Earth is quaking anew: not because it shifts and moves in its restless, 

wise orbit, not because it is changing, from its deep plates to its envelope of air, but because 

it is being transformed by our doing.  Nature acted as a reference point for ancient law and 

for modern science because it had no subject: objectivity in the legal sense, as in the 

scientific sense, emanated from a space without man, which did not depend on us and on 

which we depended de jure and de facto.  Yet henceforth it depends so much on us that it 

is shaking and that we too are worried by this deviation from expected equilibria.  We are 

disturbing the Earth and making it quake!  Now it has a subject once again. (86)   

 

Latour is quite right, therefore, in claiming that far from constituting yet another passing 

crisis of “ecology,” the current geopolitical conjuncture is one in which our relation to the world 

is undergoing a thorough mutation19.  Far from being governed by the slow and predictable time 

of a regulatory automaton, the Earth today is like a hyper-ticklish subject, sensitive to the slightest 

                                                      
17 On this point, see David Archer (2010). In their original announcement of the Anthropocene, Crutzen and Stoermer 

(2000) have themselves stated: “Mankind will remain a major geological force for many millennia, maybe millions 

of years, to come.” (18) And, in the one-page article in Nature Stoermer (2002) published shortly thereafter, this is 

repeated again: “global climate may depart significantly from natural behavior for many millennia to come.” (23)  
18 Elsewhere in the same text, Latour has also remarked: “To reach an understanding of what the idea of an Earth that 

would react, retroactively, to our actions can mean, it becomes clear that one must not simplify in advance the 

distribution of agency between so-called human and nonhuman actors.” (2017: 63) 
19 See Latour (2017), pp. 8. 
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modifications in the carbon composition of the atmosphere, to minute changes in the ocean’s 

acidity and the distribution of its surface phytoplankton, to variations in albedo relative to solar 

energy, and the like; while we, as we watch the unlikely face of our collective dreams materialize 

around us, appear in the midst of multiplying tragedies to be strangely incapable of acting.  In this 

way, he notes, “subject” and “object” seem to have exchanged cosmic positions: 

 

Through a complete reversal of the favorite trope of Western philosophy, human societies 

seem to be resigning themselves to playing the role of witless object, while it is nature that 

is unexpectedly taking on the role of active subject!  Have you noticed that we are now 

attributing to natural history the terms of human history – tipping points, acceleration, 

crisis, revolution – and that to speak of human history we are using the words inertia, 

hysteresis, path dependency, as if humans had taken on the aspect of a passive and 

immutable nature in order to explain why they are doing nothing against the threat?  Such 

is the meaning of the New Climatic Regime: the “warming” is such that the old distance 

between background and foreground has faded away: it is human history that appears cold 

and natural history that is taking on a frenzied aspect. (73-74)   

 

 

The Pluralization of Our Times 

 

If “Nature” continues to embrace us, it is undoubtedly of a quite different kind than the one about 

which Goethe waxed poetic20.  Linked, as we have seen, to our very experience of time, the 

material metamorphosis of Nature into an agent of history is changing the very structure of time 

itself.  As we noted in passing at the beginning, one of the meanings of the “Great Acceleration” 

can be apprehended as a certain acceleration of time; but more than acceleration, time seems also 

to have been stochastically redistributed amongst the metamorphosing biophysical processes of 

the Earth, so that time itself appears to be changing all the time.  As Danowski and Viveiros de 

Castro (2017) insightfully point out: “It is therefore not just a matter of the magnitude of change 

in relation to some benchmark (for instance, 280 ppm of CO2 concentration before the Industrial 

Revolution) but of its increasing acceleration – the intensification of variation, and the consequent 

loss of any benchmark.” (12)   

In a striking passage in their magnificent book, The Ends of the World, perhaps one of the 

finest treatments of the problem of time in the Anthropocene, they go on to explain: 

     

Each year seems to establish a “new normal” for climate parameters – which is to say that 

abnormality has become the norm. We live in a time of catastrophic points and curve 

reversals.  Record-breaking high temperatures are followed more and more often by record-

breaking low-temperatures in unexpected places, even if the global trend points up.  There 

are almost daily debates on the speeding rate of CO2 concentration which involves, among 

other things, a discussion on the economy of developing countries; there are debates about 

                                                      
20 As Goethe (1869) wrote: “Nature! We are surrounded and embraced by her: powerless to separate ourselves from 

her, and powerless to penetrate beyond her.  Without asking, or warning, she snatches us up into her circling dance, 

and whirls us on until we are tired, and drop from her arms.  She is ever shaping new forms: what is, has never yet 

been; what has been, comes not again.  Everything is new, and yet nought but the old.  We live in her midst and know 

her not.  She is incessantly speaking to us, but betrays not her secret.  We constantly act upon her, and yet have no 

power over her.”  
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the “sensitivity” of the Earth system and the resulting rate of rise in global temperature in 

relation to the doubling of the amount of CO2 accumulated in the system.  On the other 

hand, the global decrease in the volume of ice does not prevent a (provisional?) increase in 

the area thereof in some parts of the planet (the Antarctic), which goes together with its 

change in consistency, color, and therefore also its albedo… What are the expected rate 

and proportion of sea-level rise, for instance, and what is the cause of the mysterious drop 

in the general global sea-level rise that occurred between 2010 and 2011?  How are we to 

account for the problem of climate change attribution, and how to speak of deviation from 

the norm if the norm itself is changing with every new year?  Hotter and colder, drier and 

wetter, faster and slower, clearer and darker; now more, now less sensitivity or reflectivity.  

The instability affects time, quantities, qualities, measures and scales themselves… Local 

and global are superposed and blur into each other; sea rise is not globally uniform; climate 

change is a global phenomenon, but extreme climate events strike now here, now there, 

making their prediction and the prevention of their impacts ever more difficult.  Everything 

we do locally has consequences for the global climate, yet our little individual actions of 

mitigation seem to have no observable effect whatsoever.  We are trapped, that is, in a 

generalized becoming-mad of the extensive and intensive quantities that express the 

Earth’s biogeophysical system.  One should therefore not be surprised that some 

climatologists already refer to the present system as “the climate beast.” (12-13) 

  

In this passage, the authors articulate what I consider to be one of the most powerful 

statements regarding the paradoxical form of our current world; or, to be more precise, our current 

world having become the form of paradox; where nothing anymore, even the most “objective” 

measures, seems clear or definable as such.  Like the visions of Alice in Wonderland, everything 

seems not only to be out of place, but things which have thus been rendered unfamiliar seem to be 

redefining our experience of place, so that nothing today appears to be taking place in the right 

way nor at the right scale: while the large appear improbably small, the small appear to have been 

magnified out of all proportion.  Or rather, much like Alice, everything appears to be becoming 

smaller and larger all at once: that which is growing seems also to be shrinking, and that which is 

shrinking seems to loom ever larger.  We are out of step with the world.  Time itself, while it 

hurtles forth, seems to be suddenly deprived of its capacity to serve as a measure of change that 

makes up our experience of the “phenomenal world,” as Kant would say.  Where nothing can be 

determined for real, our authors say, “everything that can be said about the climate crisis becomes, 

ipso facto, anachronistic, out of step; and everything that can be done about it is necessarily too 

little, too late.” (8)   

Rather than proposing the death of meaning, however, Danowski and Viveiros de Castro 

draw our attention to uncertainty itself as the evidence of what they call a “runaway temporality,” 

the positive meaning of “a regime of the Earth System that is quite unlike anything we have ever 

known.” (12) “This is one of the ways,” they claim, “in which it can be said that our world has 

ceased to be Kantian.  Intriguingly enough, everything takes place as if, of the three great 

transcendental ideas identified by Kant – God, Soul, World, respectively the objects of theology, 

psychology, and cosmology – we were now watching the downfall of the last.”  (9)  The profound 

destabilization of time, they point out, is now unmistakably “conjoined with a sudden insufficiency 

of world… producing in us something like an experience of the decomposition of time (the end) 

and space (the world), and the surprising downgrade of these two a priori conditions of sensibility 

to the status of forms conditioned by human action.” (8-9)  
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But paradoxically enough, this is what it means to live in this time, a time in which the only 

thing which seems certain is that “identity” in general is the most variable object.  “Dear, dear!” 

How queer is everything to-day!” exclaims Alice in the land below where everything turns upside 

down and inside out.  “And yesterday things went on just as usual.”  Naturally, she grows curious 

as to whether she, too, has changed: “I wonder if I’ve been changed in the night?  Let me think: 

was I the same when I got up this morning?  I almost think I can remember feeling a little different.  

But if I’m not the same, the next question is ‘Who in the world am I?’ Ah, that’s the great 

puzzle!21”  Deleuze, no doubt, would have said that we are entering into a state of pure becoming, 

the fantastic reversals which constitute Alice’s adventures having become the objective structure 

of our world22.  “It pertains to the essence of becoming,” he writes, “to move and to pull in both 

directions at once: Alice does not grow without shrinking, and vice versa.  Good sense affirms that 

in all things there is a determinable sense or direction (sens); but paradox is the affirmation of both 

senses or directions at the same time.” (1990: 1) 

  

“which way, which way?” asks Alice, sensing that it is always in both directions at the 

same time, so that for once she stays the same, through an optical illusion; the reversal of 

the day before and the day after, the present always being eluded – “jam tomorrow and jam 

yesterday – but never jam to-day”; the reversal of more and less: five nights are five times 

hotter than a single one, “but they must be five times as cold for the same reason”; the 

reversal of active and passive: “do cats eat bats?” is as good as “do bats eat cats?”; the 

reversal of cause and effect: to be punished before having committed a fault, to cry before 

having pricked oneself, to serve before having divided up the servings. (Ibid: 3) 

  

Like Danowski and Viveiros de Castro, Deleuze affirms that such loss of certainty does 

not entail a loss of meaning: “personal uncertainty is not a doubt foreign to what is happening, but 

rather an objective structure of the event itself, insofar as it moves in two directions at once, and 

insofar as it fragments the subject following this double direction.” (Ibid: 3) The problem with the 

mutation of the world, such as we have been trying to describe, is thus not so much that it is, as it 

were, “losing its identity,” but that change becomes intelligible only when there is a general loss 

of identity.  As a state, loss of identity is itself the name of becoming.  It is for this reason, Deleuze 

maintains, that in Carroll’s magical novel, “[t]he loss of the proper name is the adventure which is 

repeated throughout all Alice’s adventures.” 

  

For the proper and the singular name is guaranteed by the permanence of savoir.  The latter 

is embodied in general names designating pauses and rests, in substantives and adjectives, 

with which the proper name maintains a constant connection. But when substantives and 

adjectives begin to dissolve, when the names of pause and rest are carried away by the 

verbs of pure becoming and slide into the language of events, all identity disappears from 

the self, the world, and God.  This is the test of savoir and recitation which strips Alice of 

her identity.  In it words may go awry, being obliquely swept away by the verbs.  It is as if 

events enjoyed an irreality which is communicated through language to the savoir and to 

persons. (Ibid: 3)    

 

                                                      
21 Cf. Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (2000), pp. 28. 
22 In The Logic of Sense (1990), Alice is indeed, the figure par excellence of the “paradoxes of pure becoming.”   
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If it is to have a substantial meaning, the event of the Anthropocene has to be understood from the 

perspective of mutation.  It is from the point of view of mutation itself that things begin to gain 

their definition23.  If the paradox of becoming sweeps away the good sense of direction, it also 

brings about new relations between the beings populating the world it changes.  When Alice, 

becoming smaller yet again, slips into a rising pool of tears of her previous (larger) self, it sweeps 

her along with crowds of other fallen creatures.    

In reflecting on the problem of history in the Anthropocene, doesn’t Chakrabarty himself 

invoke the figure of Alice?   In ‘The Climate of History’, he tells us: “the industrial way of life has 

acted much like the rabbit hole in Alice’s story; we have slid into a state of things that forces on 

us a recognition of some of the parametric (that is, boundary) conditions for the existence of 

institutions central to our idea of modernity and the meaning we derive from them.” (2009: 217) 

In this oblique reference to Alice, Chakrabarty is attempting to draw attention to the way the 

mutation of the planet has deeply requalified the normative critique of capitalist globalization.  

That humans have become geological forces, he claims, empirically reveals the fact that human 

freedom has emerged as a paradoxical figure of history.   

At no point in time since the Enlightenment, he tells us, has there ever been an awareness 

of the geological agency we were acquiring through the processes linked to modern freedoms.  But 

it has become clear, as we alluded at the beginning of our discussion of the Anthropocene’s 

wrinkled temporality, that “freedom” and “subjugation” have in an essential sense always been, 

instead of opposed, co-operant processes in light of the more general civilizational switch to fossil 

fuels which every project of human freedom involved, whatever form they took.  “The mansion of 

modern freedoms,” writes Chakrabarty, “stands on an ever-expanding base of fossil-fuel use.  Most 

of our freedoms so far have been energy intensive.” (2009: 208) And so, he goes on to ask, “has 

the period from 1750 to now been one of freedoms or that of the Anthropocene? […] Is the 

geological agency of humans the price we pay for the pursuit of freedom?” Evidently, “the relation 

between Enlightenment themes of freedom and the collapsing of human and geological 

chronologies seems much more complicated and contradictory than a simple binary would allow… 

human beings have tumbled into being a geological agent through our own decisions. The 

Anthropocene, one might say, has been an unintended consequence of human choices.” (Ibid: 210) 

But what is the historian supposed to do with such a nonconscious fact of history? There 

is nothing more fundamental to the concept of history than the idea of subjective agency and human 

intentionality, and yet here we seem to be confronted with a radically new subject; a subject who, 

as he says, has “tumbled” into a new geological epoch, and is therefore one that is both an agent 

and a patient at the same time – passive to the extent that it is active, and active to the extent that 

it is passive?  How are we to characterize this new mode of being of the human?   

Here Chakrabarty attempts to introduce a new thesis on the philosophy history24.  Clearly, 

more than just a consciousness of the change in historical times, what is needed, he claims, is a 

new form of historical consciousness itself.  Our idea of history as the written record25 of the 

human past – which is essentially the history of our becoming “self-conscious” – is simply 

insufficient.  For him, the impossibility today of drawing a strict line between the geopolitics of 

                                                      
23 Etymologically speaking, “definition” is precisely what provides something with its limits or edges (finis), that is 

to say, what gives something its shape.  Cf. Latour’s Science in Action (1987), pp. 87. 
24 The reference being to Walter Benjamin’s ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’ (1969) 
25 “Recorded history,” in Chakrabarty’s view, “refers, very broadly, to the ten thousand years that have passed since 

the invention of agriculture but more usually to the last four thousand years or so for which written records exist.” 

(2009: 212) 
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industrial capitalism and the geopolitics of the Earth means that history as a concept itself requires 

an expansion beyond exclusively human scales of time.  Drawing on the work of paleontologists, 

archeologists, developmental biologists, and others studying the climate crisis today, Chakrabarty 

finds in the concept of “deep history” this broader view of the human past.  Deep history, to 

paraphrase E.O Wilson (1996) is the history of the human taken as the composite product of the 

complex interplay between genetic, social, and environmental determinations over the last 

hundreds of thousands of years that have created humanity as such.  Evidenced in ancient material 

artifacts, fossils, vegetable remains, polar ice cores, lumps of rock, mitochondrial DNA, and the 

like, what we gain in a deep historical perspective of our history is a picture of the human not as a 

subjective agent as much as a species.   

It is necessary to recover the concept of a human species, Chakrabarty claims, because the 

consequences of climate change make sense only if we think of the human as “a form of life” in 

the history of the planet; that is, only if we bring into view “the very conditions, both biological 

and geological, on which the survival of human life as developed in the Holocene period depends.” 

(2009: 213) While it is of course true to say that modern industrial civilization stands at the root 

of the present state of affairs, the climate crisis itself, he argues, “has brought into view certain 

other conditions for the existence of life in the human form that have no intrinsic connection to the 

logics of capitalist, nationalist, or socialist identities.”  These are “connected… to the history of 

life on the planet, the way different life-forms connect to one another, and the way the mass 

extinction of one species could spell danger for another.  Without such a history of life,” he claims, 

“the crisis of climate change has no human ‘meaning’.” (Ibid: 217)  

Even if it does not have a direct bearing on our current predicament, such facts as the 

Milankovich phenomena (the orbital and tilt relations between the Earth and the Sun) – a pivotal 

event in the history of our Earth which is known to have been responsible for the waning of the 

last Ice Age and, by sheer accident, to have contributed to changes in carbonic gas concentrations 

in our atmosphere and the stabilization of mean temperatures allowing for grasses like barley and 

wheat to grow and hence agriculture to flourish – shows us that we have always been quite literally 

sub-ordinated to forces larger than those of capitalism or industrialized economy per se26.  Thus, 

if the latter cannot be thought to be solely responsible for the situation we find ourselves in today, 

it is because it was first of all grounded by a set of determinations which functions on an entirely 

different scale: “Without this lucky “long summer”… in the history of the planet, our industrial-

agricultural way of life would not have been possible.” (Ibid: 217-218) 

Indeed, this is why, for him, the “climate justice position” is ultimately an untenable 

proposition. It is ethically imperative to acknowledge the “common but differentiated 

responsibilities” between different nations for the climate crisis, but the contention that the climate 

crisis is ultimately another instance of Euro-American imperialism or the culmination of its 

unsustainable mode of development fails to make much sense in the face of larger forces at work 

that remain independent of such institutions even while being affected by them.  The sheer output 

of carbon and methane into the atmosphere, the continued production of coal in countries like 

China and India, the mass of human populations, their rate of growth, their patterns of consumption 

and distribution, and the like, are political and socioeconomic factors which have real effects on 

the livability of the planet precisely because they interact with the parametric conditions of our 

planet which function as absolute conditions.  What is pertinent today, he argues, is therefore less 

                                                      
26 Chakrabarty draws here on Lawrence Guy Strauss, et al. Humans at the End of the Ice Age: The Archaeology of the 

Pleistocene-Holocene Transition. Plenum Press: New York, 1996.   
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to find the “real culprits,” than to recognize that such questions have themselves become bound up 

with larger planetary processes that far exceed those of political economies.   

Chakrabarty is adamant on this point, repeating in a later article that “to say that the history 

and logic of a particular human institution has gotten caught up in the much larger processes of 

the earth-systems… is not to say that human history is the driver of these large-scale processes,” 

but that they “continue over scales of space and time that are much larger than those of capitalism.” 

(2014: 21).  In order to reinforce this point further, he asks that we deliberate on the direct 

consequences of achieving global income equality and a more just and equitable distribution of 

resources in the present condition of the modern world: 

  

Imagine the counterfactual reality of a more evenly prosperous and just world made up of 

the same number of people and based on exploitation of cheap energy sourced from fossil 

fuel.  Such a world would undoubtedly be more egalitarian and just – at least in terms of 

distribution of income and wealth – but the climate crisis would be worse! Our collective 

carbon footprint would only be larger – for the world’s poor do not consume much and 

contribute little to the production of greenhouse gases – and the climate crisis would have 

been on us sooner and in a much more drastic way.  It is, ironically, thanks to the poor – 

that is, to the fact that development is uneven and unfair – that we do not put even larger 

quantities of greenhouse gases into the biosphere than we actually do… [L]ogically 

speaking, the climate crisis is not inherently a result of economic inequalities – it is really 

a matter of the quantity of greenhouse gases we put out and into the atmosphere.  Those 

who connect climate change exclusively to historical origins/formations of income 

inequalities in the modern world raise valid questions about historical inequalities; but 

reducing the problem of climate change to that of capitalism (folded into the histories of 

modern European expansion and empires) only blinds us to the nature of our present, a 

present defined by the coming together of the relatively short-term processes of human 

history and other much longer-term processes that belong to earth-systems history and the 

history of life on the planet.  (Ibid: 11) 

 

The problem with the “climate justice position,” for him, is that it staunchly remains within 

the normative critical discourses of globalization that by and large still insist on human 

intentionality as the main driver of historical processes when the becoming-geological of the 

human has precisely rendered such an idea obsolete.  To be sure, Chakarbarty is not speaking in 

this way of an animate Earth per se; but all the same he is insisting that the Earth is to be recognized 

as a posing the problem of a radical alterity.  As he curiously concludes, the science of climate 

change “drives a clear wedge between an emergent conception of the planetary and the existing 

ideas regarding the global.  For even though the current phase of warming of the earth’s 

atmosphere is indeed anthropogenic, it is only contingently so; humans have no intrinsic role to 

play in the science of planetary warming as such.  The science is not even specific to the planet… 

It does not belong to an earth-bound imagination. […] Our current warming is an instance of 

planetary warming that happened both on this planet and on other planets, humans or no humans, 

and with different consequences.  It just so happens that the current warming of the earth is of 

human doing.” (Ibid: 21-22) “The climate crisis,” he declares, “is about waking up to the rude 

shock of the planet’s otherness27.” (Ibid: 23) Caught in a form of causality which is neither pure 

                                                      
27 Chakrabarty is drawing in part on a passing remark made once by Gayatri Spivak.  “Once we grant processes 

belonging to the deeper history of the Earth and life the role of coactors in the current crisis, playing themselves out 
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accident nor strict determination – in a way, we note, that gives an interesting new twist to Marx’s 

formula of ideology “Die wissen das nicht, aber sie tun es” (“they do not know it, but they are 

doing it.”) – it would seem in Chakrabarty’s account that the idea of human responsibility has itself 

turned into something of an enigma28.  What the paradoxical figure of “unintentional” human 

agency has revealed to be necessary, then, is a wholesale reconceptualization of human history in 

terms of planetary, and not just global, phenomena.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
on both human and nonhuman scales, the prescience of a sentence Gayatri Spivak wrote a while ago comes into view: 

“The planet is in the species of alterity, belonging to another system; and yet we inhabit it.”  Spivak was on to 

something.  Her formulation takes a step towards pondering the human implications of the kind of planetary studies 

that inform and underpin the science of climate change. (2014: 21)  
28 We will see later how Chakrabarty articulates the same point from the point of view of what he considers to be the 

geological human’s new ontological status.  
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2 

 

Earth Beings 

 

 

For you see, all those who are off… or rather, out of their heads, evicted, so to speak from all 

twelve Kantian categories of reason, must naturally seek refuge in a thirteenth category, a sort of 

logical lean-to slouched against objective obligatory thinking. 

 

--- Sigizmund Krzhizhanovsky, ‘The Thirteenth Category of Reason’ 

 

 

The task: to see things as they are!  The means: to be able to see with a hundred eyes, from many 

persons!   

 

--- Friedrich Nietzsche (KSA 9:11 [65]) 

 

 

 

The Question of Characters 

 

Undoubtedly, more than just a signification for a new geological epoch, the Anthropocene can be 

said to represent an acute crisis of modernity after nearly two hundred years of industrialization, a 

crisis, which is no longer merely in the conceptual sense but, this time, also in an actively material 

sense.  As we have shown, whereas it might have seemed obvious in the past to situate modernity 

along an axis of time on which it is one more historical period following that of the ancient and 

medieval periods (according to the normative European historical time-scale, that is), it is now 

clear that this whole axis of time has always been linked to geological time so that the history of 

human civilization and the history of the Earth have become scarcely distinguishable, with the 

former reverting, by an ironic twist of fate, to its previous position of the humus (‘soil’), that 

apparently long antiquated concept of the human being which once named its being as bound to 

the Earth.  Like a monstrous double of modern time, the Anthropocene appears indeed to have 

intruded into our lives in the manner, as Derrida (1994) aptly named it, of a “hauntology.”   

But how are we to characterize this time into which we have been thrown?  To speak of 

such a change of times, after all, Kant would have said, is to speak of a kind of causality that 

implies a character in both empirical and intelligible senses29.  In asking this question, however, I 

am not so much following Kant as Isabelle Stengers who, in her book of essays In Catastrophic 

Times (2015), writes of characterization, the posing of a question of characters, as a pragmatic act 

of envisaging and drawing out the scope of a situation that resists its reduction to a simple 

“problem.”  I am drawn to Stengers by reason of her keen attunement to the incipient cosmological 

spaces which the Anthropocene is opening up, but also for the subtlety with which she formulates 

                                                      
29 Cf. Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason (1996): “Any efficient cause… must have a character, i.e. a law of its 

causality without which it would not be a cause at all. And thus in a subject of the world of sense we would have first, 

an empirical character. […] Second, one would have to grant to the subject also an intelligible character. […] The 

character could be called the character of such a thing in [the realm of] appearance, the second the character of the 

thing itself.” (CPR A539-540/B567-568) 
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what we could call an ethics of cultivating the capacity to respond30, the care she takes to tease 

out the nuanced configurations surrounding the questions to be asked and advanced, something 

that is rare but vital for the illumination of what is at stake.   

The point today, she claims, is not to try and ascertain the “true” nature of the problem, but 

conversely, to stop assuming that we are still in possession of this sort of an authority to pronounce 

upon the nature of things.  This is not only because what is in the process of happening troubles 

the very idea of a “response” 31; but also, because the response being called for can no longer be 

imagined to be the prerogative of the Moderns, the people whose very claim of having a privileged 

access to Reality in the form of Objectivity is deeply constitutive of the predicament in which we 

find ourselves.  Thus, instead of defining our planetary situation, we should rather be defined by 

it.  “It is well and truly a matter of trying to think,” she writes, “starting from what is in the first 

place an observation: “the epoch has changed”; that is to say of giving this observation the power 

to make us think, feel, imagine, and act.” (Ibid: 27)  The idea of characterization, she proffers, is 

precisely “to start out from what we think can be known but without giving to this knowledge the 

power of a definition… to go back to the past starting from the present that poses the question, not 

so as to deduce this present from the past but so as to give the present its thickness: so as to question 

the protagonists of a situation from the point of view of what they may become capable of, the 

manner in which they are likely to respond to this situation.” (Ibid: 34)  

Stengers presses us, in this way, to face up to a question of the “we” as an equivocal figure.  

Such at least is implied when she goes on to state: “The ‘we’ that… has [to] intervene is the we 

who pose questions of this kind today, who know that the situation is critical but don’t know which 

protagonist’s cause to take up.” (Ibid: 34) What is incisive here is that the very hesitative nature 

of her description is also the means by which she puts us directly at the heart of the problem: isn’t 

the question of the “anthropic origin” of climate change, after all, fundamentally about the question 

of the anthropos?  And hasn’t the anthropos, in becoming a geological force, been subjected 

precisely to a new characterization, such that we are now finding ourselves having to grapple with 

this new and radically unfamiliar figure of “the Human”?   

Yet, at the same time, who would dare claim to speak in the name of “the Human” today, 

as if one could assume there to be a single figure of the Anthropos which embodies the collective 

doings of humanity?  With his characteristically sardonic wit, Latour describes the problem thus: 

  

It would be absurd in fact to think that there is a collective being, human society, that is the 

new agent of geohistory, as the proletariat was thought to be in an earlier epoch.  In the 

face of the old nature – itself reconstituted – there is literally no one about whom one can 

say that he or she is responsible. Why? Because there is no way to unify the Anthropos as 

an actor endowed with some sort of moral or political consistency, to the point of charging 

it with being a character capable of acting on this new global stage.  No business-as-usual 

anthropomorphic character can participate in the Anthropocene: this is where the whole 

interest of the notion lies. […] Who can claim to speak for the human in general without 

arousing a thousand protests at once? Indignant voices will be raised to say that they do 

not hold themselves responsible in any way for these actions on the geological scale – and 

they will be right! The Indian nations deep in the Amazonian forest have nothing to do 

with the “anthropic origin” of climate change – at least so long as politicians running for 

                                                      
30 Donna Haraway (2008) would call it our “response-ability.” 
31 As she claimed in a debate on Belgian television, we are “exceptionally ill-equipped to deal with what is in the 

process of happening.  Cf. Stengers (2015: 15) 
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election haven't given them chain saws. The same can be said of the poor residents in 

Bombay's shantytowns, who can only dream of having a carbon footprint more significant 

than the one left by the soot from their makeshift stoves.  No more than the worker forced 

to travel long distances by car because she hasn't been able to find affordable housing near 

the factory where she works: who would dare shame her on account of her carbon 

footprint?  (121-122) 

 

Indeed, as he points out, if Nature has been radically disaggregated in the Anthropocene, the 

disaggregation can be apprehended in this way as more radical still on the side of the Human.   

The basic problem we face, then, is that of having to posit a problem of the common – and 

this, moreover, in the absolute sense that Chakrabarty has argued for – all the while being forced 

at every point also to have to decompose the aggregated figure of the Human, such as it has stood 

since the beginning of the European Renaissance as a universal concept, into multiple and distinct 

peoples all of whom, despite their differing interests, have in a large sense never been anything 

more than “cardboard figures” giving body to the European concept of the Human32.  The idea of 

Culture, of course, has, since the nineteenth-century, served as something of a conceptual “safety 

net” by which we have organized such variabilities without causing too much difficulty for 

ourselves as a result; but this too, precisely, along with its bedfellow, Nature, has been 

reconstituted and rendered into something else entirely.  Thus, far from being posed as an issue of 

defining a state of affairs that is already intelligible, the question of characterization I raise here is 

an attempt rather to name the problem of how to think the character in the first place.  Who, in 

other words, are we speaking of when we speak of the Anthropos?   

In this connection, incidentally, I have to express my misgivings – and this would be the 

second (related) reason for my raising here the question of characters – regarding Chakrabarty’s 

own position on the figure of the Anthropos.  Despite his acuity in demonstrating that there is no 

oneness to the “humanity” named by the Anthropocene that can present itself as unified political 

agent33, the figure of the “geological human” which he presents as the ultimate character of the 

climate crisis is, admittedly, strange, if not disappointing.  In ‘The Climate of History’, right after 

exposing the insufficiency of the theory of globalization and the normative critique of political 

economy in grasping our planetary condition, and establishing the need for a broader concept of 

history through the recovery of the concept of species, Chakrabarty seems oddly to withdraw back 

into the very sort of humanist historical viewpoint that he tries to unsettle, in claiming that, despite 

its necessity, a species concept of humanity cannot but recede into an experiential oblivion.   

As he explains it, when deep historians speak of humanity as a species, such an idea, 

whichever way we look at it, “does not correspond to any historical way of understanding and 

connecting pasts with futures through the assumption of there being an element of continuity to 

                                                      
32 This is Latour’s own argument: “This is why the Anthropocene, despite its name, is not an immoderate extension 

of anthropocentrism, as if we could boast of having really been changed into Supermen of sorts, flying about in red 

and blue costumes.  It is rather the human as a unified agent, as a simple virtual political entity, as a universal concept, 

that has to be decomposed into several distinct peoples, endowed with contradictory interests, competing territories, 

and brought together by the warring agents – not to say warring divinities.  The Anthropos of the Anthropocene?  It 

is Babel after the fall of the huge tower.  Finally, humans are not universifiable.  Finally, they are not off the ground! 

Finally, they are not outside of terrestrial history! (122) 
33 As he writes in ‘Postcolonial Studies and the Challenge of Climate Change’: “The fact that the crisis of climate 

change will be routed through all our ‘anthropological differences’ can only mean that however anthropogenic the 

current global warming may be in its origins, there is no corresponding ‘humanity’ that in its oneness can act as a 

political agent.” (2012: 15) 
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human experience.”  And so, while we may intellectually understand the idea of a species, we will 

never be able to experience it as such:  

 

Who is the we? We humans never experience ourselves as a species.  We can only 

intellectually comprehend or infer the existence of the human species but never experience 

it as such.  There could be no phenomenology of us as a species.  Even if we were to 

emotionally identify with a word like mankind, we would not know what being a species 

is, for, in species history, humans are only an instance of the concept species as indeed 

would be any other life form.  But one never experiences being a concept. (2009: 220) 

 

Species may indeed be the name of a placeholder for an emergent, new universal history 

of humans that flashes up in the moment of danger that is climate change.  But we can 

never understand this universal. […] Yet climate change poses for us a question of human 

collectivity, an us, pointing to a figure of the universal that escapes our capacity to 

experience the world.  It is more like a universal that arises from a shared sense of 

catastrophe.  We may provisionally call it a “negative universal history.” (Ibid: 221-222)   

 

To be fair, Chakrabarty was compelled to make these statements in the attempt to draw out the full 

consequences of the idea of “deep history” for the Diltheyan tradition of thought from which E.P 

Thompson, Collingwood, and others have derived their theoretical apparatus, but it is nevertheless 

clear from his other writings that, for him, the species concept is something that can only take the 

form of pure negativity; one that, like the Kantian absolute it appears to be akin to, radically splits 

the subject from itself without recourse to any ontological continuity.   

In ‘Postcolonial Studies and the Challenge of Climate Change’, he states: “Silent and 

implicitly, climate scientists have doubled the figure of the human as the agent of anthropogenic 

global warming (AGW).”  For, he goes on, to speak of the human as an active geological force is 

to “liken humans to some nonhuman, nonliving agency,” so that we are forced to think “two figures 

of the human simultaneously: the human-human and the nonhuman-human.” (2012: 11) In point 

of fact, this is tantamount, for him, not to a new ontology but a non-ontology: 

 

We write of pasts through the mediation of the experience of humans of the past.  We can 

send humans, or even artificial eyes, to outer space, the poles, the top of Mount Everest, to 

Mars and the Moon and vicariously experience that which is not directly available to us.  

We can also – through art and fiction –extend our understanding to those who in future 

may suffer the impact of the geophysical force that is the human.  But we cannot ever 

experience ourselves as a geophysical force – though we now know that this is one of the 

modes of our collective existence.  […] This nonhuman, forcelike mode of existence of the 

human tells us that we are no longer simply a form of life that is endowed with a sense of 

ontology.  Humans have a sense of ontic belonging.  That is undeniable. We used that 

knowledge in developing both anticolonial (Fanon) and postcolonial criticism (Bhabha).  

But in becoming a geophysical force on the planet, we have also developed a form of 

collective existence that has no ontological dimension.  Our thinking about ourselves now 

stretches our capacity for interpretive understanding. We need nonontological ways of 

thinking the human. […]  A geophysical force… is neither subject nor an object.  A force 

is the capacity to move things.  It is pure, nonontological agency.  After all, Newton’s idea 

of “force” went back to Medieval theories of impetus.  (Ibid: 12-13, emphases modified) 
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In her insightful reading of Chakrabarty, Malabou (2017) has commented that he can in 

this way be understood as affirming a resolutely non-metaphorical understanding of the geological 

human.  “If the human has become a geological form,” she remarks, “there has to exist somewhere, 

at a certain level, an isomorphy, or structural sameness, between humanity and geology.  This 

isomorphy is what emerges – at least in the form of a question – when consciousness, precisely, 

gets interrupted by this very fact.  Human subjectivity, as geologized, so to speak, is broken into 

at least two parts, revealing the split between an agent endowed with free will and the capacity to 

self-reflect and a neutral inorganic power, which paralyzes the energy of the former.” (40) Thus: 

“Man cannot appear to itself as a geological force, because being a geological force is a mode of 

disappearance.  Therefore, the becoming force of the human is beyond any phenomenology and 

has no ontological status.  Human subjectivity is in a sense reduced to atoms without any atomic 

intention and has become structurally alien, by want of reflexivity, to its own apocalypse.” (41)  

Be that as it may, I simply cannot understand why, in being a concept, unless one insists 

on remaining a critical humanist, the becoming geological of the human should remain “outside 

of experience.”  Were it so, we could ask, in the manner of Trendelenburg’s objection to Kant, 

whether the claim of this inaccessibility to experience could even be advanced, since some type of 

an experiential consequence would have to be presupposed in the claim itself.  Ironically enough, 

for all his perceptiveness on the problem of history with respect to the subject of the Anthropocene, 

Chakrabarty winds up promoting in this way a totally abstract idea of the human which, because 

it can never be experientially determined, becomes only a sort of empty transcendental figure 

deprived of any empirical value at the moment of its most precise theoretical definition.  Moreover, 

isn’t what is behind the idea of the human here as an irreconcilable split between a “human-human” 

and a “nonhuman-human” a strange recapitulation of the modern divide between Man and Nature?  

Why, after all, would we be deprived of “experience” the moment we face nonhuman forms of 

existence?  If it is clear that the idea of anthropogenic climate change does not in any way suggest 

a simple problem of a superposition between Nature and Humanity, then why the insistence on the 

“geological Human” as a problem of just this sort of superposition?  Because Humans are once 

again supposed to have “feelings,” “sentiments,” and “memories,” whereas Nature does not? 

But even more troubling here is apparent generality of the geological human character 

presupposed in its imputed transcendental structure.  Are we supposed to believe that we have all 

become this split and voided human character with “no ontology” in the Anthropocene?  Should 

we not first ask whether such a “problem” even pertains to peoples in places where the concept of 

Nature is hardly even intelligible34? And besides, shouldn’t the objective today precisely be to 

multiply the characters of the Anthropocene, that is to say, to make them appear, rather than 

disappear35?  As Latour has phrased it so well: “Facing the Anthropocene, once the temptation to 

see it simply as a new avatar of the schema “Man facing Nature” has been set aside, there is 

probably no better solution than to work at disaggregating the customary characterizations until 

                                                      
34 At least outside of the globalized reach and spatiotemporal effects of modernity’s ongoing intrusion and its dreams 

of cosmological unification.  It is clear that the adopted mode of life in places such as the cities of China, Japan, or 

Malaysia, have become deeply defined by modern modes of thought which were once foreign or external impositions.  

But this is, of course, not to speak at all of the thousands of Amerindian collectives or those of Melanesia where 

“Nature” and “Culture” remain exotic ideas.  
35 Reflecting on the author’s analyses, Danowski and Viveiros de Castro were themselves moved to remark: “We 

admit to our difficulty in following the author’s line of reasoning… It is possible that what Chakrabarty lacks here is 

greater attention to those subaltern peoples and discourses that he has analyzed so well elsewhere. […] Chakrabarty’s 

concept of the Anthropocene, in short, seems… to require a little more ethnological comparativism and translative 

curiosity.” (2017:82) 
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we arrive at a new distribution of the agents of geohistory – new peoples for whom the term human 

is not necessarily meaningful and whose scale, form, territory, and cosmology all have to be 

redrawn.  To live in the epoch of the Anthropocene is to force oneself to redefine the political task 

par excellence: what people are you forming, with what cosmology, and on what territory? (2017: 

143-144)  

Indeed, the problem named by the collapse of Nature and Culture in the Anthropocene has 

ultimately nothing to do necessarily with “splits” and “gaps” in the human subject, since this arises 

as a “problem” for us precisely only insofar as we are still thinking along the lines of a 

“reconciliation” between Nature and Society (or History, or Culture), when it is this whole schema, 

this entire way of organizing and understanding the relations between beings of the world, this 

“image of thought,” as Deleuze would have called it, which has come to its certain end.  Indeed, 

is it not this idea that we exist to the world in terms of “representation” (i.e. as an Objective field 

that has nothing other to it than something that presents itself to us as mute and inert matter to be 

“given meaning”) the very idea which led us into the crisis in the first place?  

If speaking of an Anthropo-cene should not prompt one to think that it is an issue of Nature 

merely becoming “humanized,” then surely nothing prompts us to conclude that it is therefore a 

matter of Humans merely becoming, as it were, “lithic” or “stone.”  The Anthropocene directs our 

attention to something else entirely; and not even, we should say, a something lying “beyond” the 

schema of Man and Nature, since it obviates this very division in the first place.  It is precisely not 

that Man and Nature have now become “the same” so we can no longer tell them apart, but rather 

that their relation of difference has changed.  The problem is not that of the ambiguity of being, 

but of the redistribution of relations.  The radical metamorphosis of things in our time, Latour has 

put it very nicely, should therefore “oblige us rather to feel the effect of a finger running along a 

Moebius strip.  We are gradually forced to redistribute entirely what had formerly been called 

natural and what had been called social or symbolic… Neither nature nor society can enter intact 

into the Anthropocene, waiting to be peaceably ‘reconciled’.” (120)  

It is in this light, precisely, that the wildly divergent understandings of “Nature” by the 

world’s indigenous peoples, long noted by anthropologists, has seemed all of a sudden to have 

taken on a new relevance and interest for us today – not because they present us with other ways 

of “viewing nature,” but because they present us with the possibility of imagining, behind the face 

of Nature, a different kind of knowledge and a different kind of relationship to the Earth or to “the 

environment” which does not begin from the objectivist presuppositions of modern science and its 

canonical dualist division of “subjects” from “objects” but from entirely different presuppositions 

even about what “nature” – and by extension, “culture” – is or is not.  In what follows, I will turn 

to explore some of these other modes of thinking, knowing and inhabiting the world which 

illuminate the actualities of a different ontological mode of existence.   

 

 

Ontology and Indigeneity 

 

In her pioneering text, ‘No Nature, No Culture: The Hagen Case’ (1980), Marilyn Strathern already 

showed with great finesse how Melanesian modalities of thinking the relation between the “wild” 

and the “domesticated” never conform to the modern metaphysical dualism of Nature and Culture 

for which they have long been mistaken by anthropologists, but, beholden as they are to other 

metaphysical structures of thought, are conceptual formations that seem rather given to sliding 

around, as it were, the categories by which we analyze them, such as to render them profoundly 
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unrecognizable from our own perspective.  But, leaving Melanesian materials for the following 

chapter, I want to begin here with the some of the striking ways in which Amerindian societies, 

and particular that of the Yanomami as described by Davi Kopenawa (2013), present us with 

another image of thought wherein what we call “nature” – trees, animals, plants, minerals, and the 

like – are actually apprehended and engaged with as other “social” members of the human 

collective.  Indigenous Amerindians do not gaze, as humans, into a Nature which is thought of as 

transcendent, objective, and otherwise outside of a “society” populated exclusively by humans.  

Instead what we normally see as beings of nature are often seen by them as social persons or even, 

as we will see, human themselves, with consequences which are far from benign.   

Especially in the context of our rapidly melting glaciers, Cruikshank’s (2005) ethnographic 

work with Tlingit and Athapaskan peoples by the Gulf of Alaska and their associations with 

glaciers comes to mind as a salient example.  Like Basso’s (1996) classic work on the Western 

Apache “moral landscape,” Cruikshank shows us how the “icefields” of Yukon Territories are 

places characterized by a profound sentience.  Considered sensitive and responsive beings, the 

glaciers of the Mount Saint Elias ranges are not thought by the native inhabitants to be inanimate 

things, and they have nothing to do with what we call “a natural landscape”; indeed, they are not 

even separable entities or components in an objective context shared with humans, but are rather 

social actors similar in kind and intrinsically bound to the human collectives that live around them.   

“Oral traditions from this region,” Cruikshank tells us, “consistently demonstrate the social 

nature of all relations between humans and nonhumans, that is, animals and landscape features, 

including glaciers.” (33) And thus, the stories Tlingit and Athapaskan elders tell of the land 

invariably “summon up a moral system that includes relationships with non-humans… that share 

characteristics of personhood.” (60)  Glaciers have long been regarded, both by indigenous peoples 

and modern scientists, as enigmatic, but they are regarded to be especially so in this corner of the 

North America owing to their natural propensity to surging36.  More than half of the four thousand 

glaciers existing in this area, in fact, have been determined as particularly prone to sudden and 

unexpected surging, for reasons which remain a scientific mystery.  In the landscape they appear, 

then, as exceptionally metamorphic.  Cruikshank describes them as “sometimes solid, sometimes 

liquid, and always flowing.  They are shape-shifters of magnificent power.  Like tidal zones, they 

signify transitional spaces. […] Visually, they are spectacular.  Aurally, they are alarmingly noisy.  

Hunters, scientists, hikers, and Aboriginal elders all remark on the thunderous cracking and 

explosive noises they make.” (2005: 69) But for the Tlingit and Athapaskans, this is exactly what 

points up their social mode of existence and their personhood.  In expressing themselves and 

behaving in this manner, the surging glaciers are not just non-inert entities, but attentive observers 

and listeners to the activities occurring around them – especially, they say, to the misdoings and 

arrogance of human beings.  The many accidents involving glaciers that have happened out in the 

icefields are in fact, according to them, are rarely ever “accidents,” but incidents provoked by the 

poor moral judgments or insulting behavior on the part of human beings.  

In a tragic incident described by Cruikshank which occurred at Kluane Lake in 2002, for 

example, two men were reported to have been returning to camp at the end of a long day of hunting 

sheep.  But when one of them attempted to cross the river on a pole bridge they had built earlier in 

the day for the purpose, the ice suddenly exploded and, releasing a flood without any warning, 

killed him instantly.  For indigenous persons, the cause of the explosion was hardly surprising.  As 

it came to light, the man who died had been cooking bacon by the Donjek glacier earlier that 

morning in direct violation of the prohibitions they were instructed by natives to follow while out 

                                                      
36 The sudden advance of glaciers out of their dormant states. 
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hunting.  “Cooking with grease” when in the presence of glaciers, they were told by their local 

Tlingit and Athapaskan guides, invariably provokes such reactions by the glaciers.  But even 

worse, this man was alleged not only to have dismissed the prohibitions, but to have also joked 

about the glacier having “no nose” with which to smell the bacon.  He therefore had not only 

demonstrated poor moral judgment, but was exceptionally flippant about it.  Acting in this way, 

the elders conclude, he roused the ire of the Donjek glacier, and it responded accordingly37. 

In this way, we are able to see that from the point of view of Tlingit and Athapaskans, 

glaciers have an entirely different status in the world compared to what modern scientists 

presuppose.  “Surging glaciers,” writes Cruikshank, “present some of the navigational, spiritual, 

and intellectual challenges of a sentient “land that listens.” […] Glaciers equipped with sense of 

smell and hearing, alert to behavior of humans and quick to respond to human indiscretion, sound 

wholly unlike glacier field sites where scientists can “sieve” for reductive moments that allow 

them to measure variables contributing to climate change.” (47) In the most immediate sense, they 

are less “objects” to be beheld than common members of a social collective to be respected and 

negotiated with as fellow moral persons38, a conception which Fineup-Riordan (1994), amongst 

others, have shown to be characteristic of the circumpolar region as a whole.    

On the other side of the American continent, in the Andes, Marisol de la Cadena (2015) 

has written of a similar conception of social collectives as composed of both human and nonhuman 

actors without an a priori distinction being made between the latter as natural “objects” and the 

former as cultural “subjects.”  The Quechua runakuna, or ‘people’, de la Candena shows us, inhabit 

the world as a “socionatural” collective, and they thus see themselves as ontologically analogous 

to “natural” entities such as mountains, animals and plants which they name tirakuna, or “earth-

beings,” as can be heard in these appellations themselves.  In Quechua thought, Runakuna and 

tirakuna together are what make up a collective, or an ayllu, generally understood as a group or 

community of humans and nonhumans related to one another by ties of kinship, the members of 

whom are therefore bound together in an essential rather than contingent sense39. In indigenous 

conceptual terms, they are said to be “in-ayllu” with one another.   

The concept of being-in-ayllu is key to understanding the particular kind of connectedness 

beings are thought to have with one another.  When humans speak of “mountains,” for instance, 

the mountains “signified” are not thought of as external points of reference for the humans who 

are speaking of them, but as rather made present in speech, and thus given the power to act as such 

through speech as its conduit40.  A sort of indivisible materiality stretches between the acts of one 

being and those of another, so that evoking one is in an important sense also evocative of the other.  

                                                      
37 Cf. Cruikshank (2005), pp. 72. Curiously, she mentions in passing, a similar incident had occurred to a team of 

scientist observing the same glacier just two years prior, in the summer of 2000, when an ice-dammed lake trapped 

under the Donjek Glacier suddenly broke through, sending massive blocks of ice exploding down the Donjek River 

valley at high speed without a warning.   No deaths or injuries, however, were reported to have resulted from the event 

– nor, incidentally, any cooking with grease – and presumably, it remained for the witnesses yet one more instance of 

the enigmatic nature of glaciers.   
38 “Aboriginal elders who speak knowledgeably about such glaciers,” as Cruikshank writes, “refer to observing, 

listening, and participating in ritualized respect relations with glaciers and go to great lengths not to disturb them. […] 

They respond to humans and especially to smells when meat is fried nearby. They are also quick to hear and to take 

offense when humans demonstrate cockiness by making jokes at their expense.  They are apparently equipped with 

vision when, for example, they are characterized as giant worms ‘with eyes as big as the moon’.” (2015: 69)  
39 Cf. De la Cadena (2015), pp. 12 & 43. 
40 This concept is captured in the indigenous word willakuy, meaning a story or narrative as a form of accounting for 

the true that, as de la Cadena points out, is very close to Foucault’s notion of the “prose of the world” where words 

are they things they name and speak, see pp. 28-29. 
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To exemplify this point, de la Cadena gives the example of one of her interlocutors, Mariano 

Turpo, who had been appointed the personero (‘representative’) of his village to lead a political 

confrontation against the Lauramarca Hacienda in the 1940s.  In Mariano’s account of his selection 

as representative, de la Cadena notes a small but important detail that emerged in passing: he was 

appointed personero by his fellow villagers, he said, so that he would speak from the ayllu (in 

Quechua: ayllumanta parlaqta).  What difference does this make for the idea of “representation,” 

de la Cadena wonders, to say that one speaks not “for” the collective one represents but “from” it?   

Conversing with Justo Oxa, a bilingual Quechua-Spanish elementary school teacher, she 

finds an explanation of being-in-ayllu through the metaphor of weaving: “Ayllu is like a weaving, 

and all the beings in the world – people, animals, mountains, plants, etc. – are like the threads, we 

are part of the design.  The beings in this world are not alone, just as a thread by itself is not a 

weaving, and weavings are with threads, a runa is always in-ayllu with other beings – that is ayllu.” 

(Ibid: 44) The very notion of an ayllu, therefore, has nothing to do with a place conceived of as a 

locale or territory separable from the beings constituting it.  In his writings, Oxa emphasizes that 

the ayllu can be characterized as a “dynamic space where the whole community of beings… 

humans, plants, animals, the mountains, the rivers, the rain…. are all related like a family.”  It is 

necessary to understand, he says, that “place is not where we are from, it is who we are… I am not 

from Huantura.  I am Huantura.”  De la Cadena relates that Mariano always spoke in the same way 

of his origins in the form of this identification: “I am Pacchanta [Pacchanta kani], ever since my 

old grandparents I am this place.” (Ibid: 102)  

According to this understanding, there is no more separation between humans and 

nonhumans than there is between collectives and individuals, words and things, or beings and 

places.  All forms of being are inherently connected in the “weaving” they make up together.  An 

individual existence is strictly inconceivable.  As it happens, Quechua have a word for a person 

who is separated from the ayllu, wakcha, which means ‘orphan’.  A wakcha is a person who lacks 

the ties of ayllu, and is considered a different being altogether from those who are “in-ayllu” with 

one another (or ayllumasikuna)41.  To speak as someone is thus by definition to speak in terms of 

being-in-ayllu.  The representative function that Mariano was to perform, in this precise sense, was 

not premised on the idea of his standing in the stead of his collective, but of his standing as them 

in another form.  Like the actual presence of the mountain in human speech, Mariano was in his 

role as a representative the actual collective in the form of a singular person.  

Drawing on the work of Barad (2007), de la Cadena suggests that the ayllu can hence be 

conceptualized as a collective which is composed out of the practice of intra-actions, rather than 

of inter-actions.  If the latter presumes pre-existent beings whose interconnections are formed by 

relations secondary to them, the former presupposes relationality as the primary ground from 

which being as such emerges.  When Quechua speak of uyway, the practice of care and respect for 

one another, for example, what guides their sense of understanding, she tells us, is always this 

“intra-actional” sense of engagement; meaning “to raise,” “to nurture,” or “to rear,” uyway is a 

concept of reciprocity according to which nurturing and being nurtured, rearing and being reared, 

growing and being grown, are virtually one and the same: “as intra-action, reciprocity is not a 

                                                      
41 Cf. De la Cadena (2015), pp. 41-45.  The reference to “ayllumasikuna” is on pp. 51.  It is significant that she is led 

in her reflections on this concept to relate it to the Melanesian conception of the relational person.  As she claims: 

“Oxa’s notion of ayllu resonates with Roy Wagner’s idea of the fractal person.”  Repeated references are also made 

in her text to Strathern’s (1991) concept of “partial connections” as a way to conceptualize both her anthropological 

relationship with the Turpos and that of the latter with state officials.  See pp. 31-34.    
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relationship between entities as usually understood in the Andean ethnographic record; it is a 

relationship from where entities emerge, it makes them, they grow from it.” (Ibid: 103) 

More than an intellectual concern, however, the urgency of illuminating and attending to 

these other ways of composing the world is increasingly deriving its impetus from indigenous 

peoples themselves, in the rash of insurrections we have witnessed in recent history breaking out 

in the contemporary political landscape, from the Standing Rock struggle against the Dakota 

Access Pipeline in North America to the Quechua struggles against the Sinakara mine in Peru.  

Confronting modern state incursions into forestlands and the ongoing extensions of capitalist 

markets and infrastructures into their territories in general, these movements have emerged 

precisely around the kind of ontological status to be accorded to such entities as forest, mountains, 

lakes, plants, and the like, in direct contradiction to the imputed universality of nature the moderns 

take to be the structure of the world itself.  In their claims for social and political recognition within 

the sphere of the modern state apparatus, their insistence on the radical alterity of the very “object” 

under contestation – what Viveiros de Castro (2004) has theorized as practices of “equivocation” 

– presents a problem for politicians and intellectuals which cannot easily be domesticated within 

the usual framework of modern thought.  

In ‘Uncommoning Nature’ (2015), de la Cadena details three such examples of conflicts in 

South America.  Writing of the violent confrontation which took place at La Curva del Diablo 

(Devil’s Curve) between the Awajun-Wampis and the Peruvian state in 2009, she reflects: 

 

Overlapping with environmental devastation and converging on Anthropocenic forces at 

the planetary level, the transformation of [indigenous] territories into grounds for 

investment has met with strong local opposition and forceful disagreement… that reveals… 

the presence of many worlds being forced into one.  Defending themselves, worlds whose 

sacrifice progress demands have publicly revealed their practices through television 

stations and newspapers.  Thus, it has come to the attention of the public (and majoritarian 

derision) that nature – as the alleged grounds for the common good – is not only that.  For 

example, warning about the destruction of its world, the Awajun-Wampis leadership has 

described their sibling relation to the Amazon rainforest: “The river is our brother, we do 

not kill our brother by polluting and throwing waste in it” – kinship transforms rivers, 

plants, and animals into entities that financial capital, infrastructure, and contamination can 

kill rather than “merely” destroy or deplete.  As ubiquitous as the war, these revelations 

slow down the translation of those entities into universal nature.  The one-world world that 

Christianity and modernity collaboratively built and sustained is perhaps being challenged 

with an unprecedented degree of publicity for the first time since its inauguration five 

hundred years ago.  (3-4) 

 

Analogous to this struggle is that of the dispute between the Mapuche Indians and the 

Argentinian government over the matter of petroleum extraction at a site named Vaca Muerta, an 

episode she considers to be “emblematic of the war [between modern and nonmodern worlds] 

becoming public.”  “Our territories,” the Mapuche declared, “are not ‘resources’ but lives that 

make the Ixofijmogen of which we are a part, not its owners.”  Ixofijmogen, a concept which could 

roughly be translated as “biodiversity,” is not only a certain reference to a shared milieu with 

nonhumans but also, as with the Awajun-Wampis and the Quechua, to an animate being – it is 

made of “lives” – with which one is, again, related essentially by the ties of kinship.  The difference 

in perspectives could not be more glaring as when the developers at Neuquén, seeking to exploit 
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Vaca Muerta as a hydrocarbons deposit, moved to make the statement: “Vaca Muerta is an 

immense páramo [a barren cold plateau].  A desert that extends beyond what the eyes can see… 

It is a hostile territory that shelters enough energy to make Argentina self-sufficient and even 

export gas and oil to the world.” (4)  

In yet another example, this time involving a political alliance forged by environmentalists 

and indigenous groups to oppose a mining operation in the northern Andes of Peru, de la Cadena 

discusses how this divergence of interests appears even among allies who have made common 

cause.  In order to extract gold and copper from some and to dispose of mineral wastes into others, 

the mining corporation concerned had planned to dry out several lagoons and, in exchange, replace 

them with reservoirs with larger capacities of storage for the local population.  In opposition, the 

environmentalists advanced the argument that to dry out the lagoons was to effectively upset a 

delicate “ecosystem” composed of “agricultural land, high-altitude wetlands, cattle, humans, trees, 

crops, creeks, and springs,” such as to cause irreversible damage to the bio-regionality of the 

locale.  Yet the local indigenous groups were clearly concerned with something else altogether: 

compelled to add to the ecological account the fact that the lagoons were also their lives, they 

insisted that it was rather the specific water of the lagoons which was bound to their families, their 

trees, their animals and soils, and were therefore irreplaceable.  The promise by the mining 

corporation to provide “more water” from reservoirs as a replacement (or as even an improvement) 

was null: water from reservoirs is simply not be the same water as from the lagoon.  The “water” 

of which they were speaking in defense was not “H20” but rather a singular being without which 

the human collective as such would not exist.  (5-6) 

It has long been our habit to take the nature of such conflicts to be a simple matter of 

different “cultural” interpretations of the world, but according to de la Cadena, we could just as 

well understand them as conflicts which turn the concept of the world itself into an object of 

contestation, as raising for question the very kinds of beings which are assumed to populate it (i.e. 

a question of what exists in the first place) and the kinds of relations they may have amongst one 

another (i.e. their “modes”).  Looked at in a more fundamental way, she claims, such conflicts can 

be understood to be “dispute[s] about the partition of the sensible into universal nature and 

culturally diversified humanity,” and this is exactly what points up their metaphysical interest.  (4) 

Thinking of related Amerindian struggles in the Canadian context, Blaser (2013) has for the same 

reason chosen to call them “ontological conflicts,” since they bear precisely upon the possibility 

of the composition of the world in accordance to logics other than those of nature and culture.  

Citing the case of the Mowachat in British Columbia, he tells us: 

 

In June 2004, in the province of British Columbia, Canada, the Mowachat/Muchalaht First 

Nation botched a carefully staged and scientifically approved plan by Canada’s Department 

of Fisheries and Oceans and environmentalist groups to return a young lost orca whale, 

Luna, to its pack.  The First Nation insisted that the orca was Tsux’iit, the abode of the 

spirit of their recently deceased chief, Ambrose Maquinna, and that his desire to stay with 

his people should be respected.  This was not a conflict between two different perspectives 

on an animal but rather a conflict over whether the “animal” of scientists, bureaucrats, and 

environmentalists was all that was there.  Ontological conflicts thus involve conflicting 

stories about “what is there” and how they constitute realities in power-charged fields. 

(548) 
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Seen from this perspective of their capacity to radically disrupt the Nature-Culture format, 

the case which de la Cadena goes on to discuss of an iconic “guardian of the lagoon” in the Andean 

conflict – a peasant woman who obstinately and repeatedly refused to sell her property to the 

mining corporation, provoking all manner of vicious police attacks on her person, her crops, her 

family and property – gains a new significance.  Rather than viewing the incident as yet another 

anthropological exemplification of a “cultural geography” or a “worldview” grounded in “local 

knowledge,” as Geertz (1983) would have it, she can more radically be seen to be the very 

personification of a world that refuses to vanish in its confrontation with another threatening to 

engulf it.  Her “refusal to sell,” de la Cadena stresses, should be seen as expressing a very different 

relation to the Earth than what even a normative “ecological” account of the conflict would have 

us assume.  In her act of resistance, the entire chain of “woman-land-lagoon (or plants-rocks-soils-

animals-lagoons-humans-creeks–canals!!) emerge inherently together: an ecological entanglement 

needy of each other in such a way that pulling them apart would transform them into something 

else.” (6)  In forestalling the transformation of the co-members of her collective to units of “nature” 

or the “environment,” the peasant woman sustains “an ecologized nature of interdependent entities 

that simultaneously coincides, differs, and even exceeds… the object that the state, the mining 

corporation, and environmentalists seek to translate into resources, whether for exploitation or to 

be defended.” (6-7) 

Indeed, in a rather ironic way, the colonial history of the region itself bears this out.  As de 

la Cadena relates, that such protests on the part of indigenous peoples stemmed from and were 

profoundly embedded in alter-metaphysical systems of thought which thus presuppose necessary 

and specific ways of carving up the world was a fact which was much more lucidly acknowledged 

by colonial officials nearly four hundred years ago than they are now.  It was precisely because 

they were cognizant that these were actually radically different worlds which they confronted, and 

not simply peculiar metaphorical representations of reality, that Spanish religious clerics, after all, 

very consciously and explicitly saw their task of converting the natives as one that would have to 

involve, first of all, what we could call the “ontological work” of deconstructing and reorganizing 

their extant structures of thought – particularly that of the native conception that the relations 

pertaining to humans and nonhumans invariably took the form of social and kinship relations – 

which they knew encumbered the mission of Christian conversion: 

   

The antagonism was clear in the seventeenth century: Christian clerics walked the Andes 

from Colombia to Argentina and Chile “extirpating idolatries” that the friars conceived as 

“devil-induced worship.”  Extirpation required dividing entities into God-created nature 

(mountains, rivers, forests) and humans, and saving the soul of the latter.  The invention of 

modern politics secularized the antagonism: the war against recalcitrance to distinguish 

nature from humanity silently continued in the name of progress and against backwardness, 

the evil that replaced the devil. (3) 

 

 

*** 

 

With regard to this history, Hanks (2013) has shown in a related context – that of the Franciscan 

Christian conversion of the Yucatán Maya under Spanish rule – how the colonial practice of 

conversion in the Americas was generally conceived in this way as total programs for transforming 

the structure of reality and was meant to permeate all levels of being, such as is prominently 
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exemplified in the case of the Maya.  As he details in his excellent study, in their systematic 

attempts at modifying the forms of space, conduct, and language of native life, Spanish colonial 

missionaries sought not only to convert the indigenous into “new men,” but also, more crucially, 

to motivate and inculcate in them the capacity to make themselves new men.   

Hence, in the Franciscan conception, there were two forms of conversion to be set into 

operation: a “first conversion,” which involved the formal acceptance of the spiritual, moral, and 

ethical principles (belief), and an assent to the faith, for which baptism was the central sacrament; 

and a “second conversion,” which involved an ongoing process of the renunciation of sin, for 

which confession was the central sacrament.  If the Franciscans placed the stress on the “second 

conversion” and above all judged their effectivity based on its success, this was because it was 

thought to embody the essence of the mission as something aimed towards the deep alteration of 

native conceptions of the self and the world.  In compelling the indigenous to institute and 

implement new forms of collective life and socio-temporal regularities such as regular prayer and 

the receiving of the sacraments, observance of the church calendar and feast days, obedience to 

the commandments of God, and the like, what the Franciscans sought was to turn Christian 

doctrine into something which could effectively be a self-replicating disposition on the part of 

natives.  “This was to be done,” in Hank’s words, “through a broad array of methods, instrumental, 

intellectual, bodily and aesthetic, and embedded in pedagogical practices regulated as to time and 

place… [S]pectacle, punishment, repetition and memorization, song, reasoned argument and 

beauty (of built space, vestment and speech) [were all used] to move Indios throughout New Spain, 

Guatemala and the Andes toward their God.” (392)   

Where evangelization and a formal embrace of the faith were thus in fact only minor 

aspects of the overall aim, they undertook what they considered to be the more important project 

of structurally reorganizing the Maya world as it was through a cosmologically-oriented process 

of reeducation they named reducción, meaning “pacification, conversion, and ordering,” from the 

verb reducir, meaning “to reorder, subjugate, or convince.”  This implicated, amongst other things, 

the threefold transformation of the lived space, ordinary conduct, and modes of thought of the 

Mayan populace.  Thus, while wide swaths of older Mayan towns were systematically destroyed 

and their inhabitants forcibly relocated to centralized pueblo reducidos in order to remake and 

redistribute their modes of belonging to the land, an entire set of “action schemas” (as Hanks calls 

them) were also provided for them by introducing in the new settlements built environments such 

as the visitas and the congregación – the former, in order to facilitate the movement of higher 

authorities from center to periphery, and the latter, conversely, that of peripheral actors to central 

gathering places.  And similarly, the cabildo form of government and the norms of proper behavior 

known as policίa cristiana, along with missionary schools and convents for religious pedagogy, 

were all instituted as explicit means of habituating the native population to a new regime of 

existence framed by the customs, calendars, and ceremonies of the Christian Church42. (392)  The 

                                                      
42 Hanks explains in detail: “Each pueblo reducido was not only supposed to be orderly within but also took its place 

on the ordered landscape of the province.  The colony was administratively subdivided into partidos and subregions, 

the missionary analogue of which was the parish system. In each guardianía, one town was the cabecera “head town” 

and the others were pueblos de visita, ministered episodically from the center.  There was much movement of people 

from the visitas to the cabeceras, and missionaries traveled from the head towns to celebrate the sacraments in the 

visitas.  Many visitas had churches, which were attended to by trusted Mayas, called Indios de confianza, who kept 

them clean and empty when not in use for worship.  The guardianía had a radial structure with no perimeter: it defined 

hierarchy and pathways between the center and the periphery, but did not define an inside as opposed to an outside.  

In fact when one looks at a more detailed map of guardianías, visitas from different parishes are interdigitated, making 

it impossible to draw a line around the territory corresponding to the unit.” (2013: 392-394). 
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1552 Ordinances of the Tomás López Mendel were not reticent on this matter: by being made to 

live in accordance with the behavioral norms of policίa cristiana, it pronounced, the indigenous 

would become “all the more apt and disposed toward Christian Doctrine and toward receiving 

preaching of the holy Gospel, insofar as they are placed in proper civility (both) spiritually and 

temporally43.”  “Coordinate transformations of built space, conduct and landscape,” Hanks tells 

us, “created a kind of circularity: churches, monasteries and towns were built to foster the conquest 

and conversion of belief, which would in turn feed into the orderly use of the same built spaces.  

Under reducción, this circularity motivates conversion.” (394)  

It was in this context of the broader aim of reducción as a wholesale transformation of the 

native world that the emphasis which the Franciscans placed on language as a lever of religious 

conversion – a striking fact which various ethnographers have frequently noted and which Hanks 

(2010) has examined in great detail – can be more fully understood44.  The missionaries, to be sure, 

were well aware that both linguistic competence and translation were necessary for the 

transmission – the teaching, reading, and preaching of sacred texts by the Franciscans – and for 

the reception of the Word of God in terms which would be familiar to the indigenous Maya.  But 

what draws our interest here is the way they conceived of their projects of linguistic cultivation 

and translation: rather than as mere intermediaries for communication with the natives, they were 

thought of as an actual media which, if correctly manipulated, could ultimately effect an internal 

transformation of the Mayan world – in a way that, we should note, bears out empirically the idea, 

long pointed out by Boas, Sapir and Whorf, that language encodes itself less as a device for 

signification than as the embodied expression of an entire cosmology of thought and social 

existence.  

At least early on in the colonial period, Hanks tells us, the Mayans were thus in fact not 

imagined to be intellectually inferior in terms of their capacity to study and adopt the Christian 

doctrine; deemed as “spiritual children… capable of spiritual perfection,” their failure to learn and 

discover the faith was attributed less to a lack of their ability to understand than to the problem of 

will, and it was hence their perceived resistance which was subject to punishment by church 

authorities.  Well into the mid and late colonial period, at the moment when the theoretical 

difficulties of translation and conversion came to be more seriously assessed, the translation of 

Christian doctrines still continued to be seen as a simple matter of finding correspondent concepts, 

meanings, and expressions that were already there in Maya thought, and native Maya speakers 

were therefore regularly employed by Franciscan missionaries to assist them in the study and 

understanding of their concepts in relation to Christian ones, in a way which presupposed, 

reciprocally, the intellectual sophistication and facility with Christian thought by the Mayans45. 

(395)  The goal of linguistic translation was therefore conceived not so much for the transposition 

of terms as the creation of a new form of intelligibility out of an extant conceptual architecture of 

the cosmos.  The linguistic labor the missionaries undertook thus quickly became intensely 

technical and focused on the minute difference and counterpoints between Christian and Mayan 

                                                      
43 Quoted in Hanks (2013: 394).  
44 As Hanks (2013) writes, “the Maya case presents a striking example in which religious conversion is thoroughly 

embedded in linguistic transformation, implying a great deal of linguistic labor.” (394) 
45 As Hanks (2013) tells us, even if the evangelical study of the Mayan language effectively reduced it to the analysis 

of grammar and its alphabets and lexicons, the fundamental assumption that guided it was always that there was, for 

every Spanish concept or expression, to be found at least one basic counterpart in the Maya which would be, if not 

identical in meaning, then at least overlapping in terms of its reference.  He notes that the interpretation of terms like 

Dios (God) or missa (mass), however, were decidedly suspended, since their original reference to the true God and 

the Catholic Eucharistic service were thought necessary to retain for the spiritual cultivation of the indigenous. (397) 
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ideas, so as to attempt to effect what Hanks calls their “commensuration” within the framework of 

a Mayan understanding.  Aimed towards the creation of a new indigenous language to serve as 

the official language of the Christian religion in Yucatán – a Maya reducido, as it came to be called 

– this involved “a neologistic process in which new lexemes and phrases were coined in Maya for 

concepts derived from Spanish Catholicism.” (397)  As Hanks writes: 

 

Through commensuration, […] what resulted was the lexicon and register of Maya 

reducido.  This register was not a Christian overlay on an indigenous semantics, as 

traditional views of religious syncretism would have it.  Rather, it was the opposite: an 

indigenous formulation of a Christian semantics.  As the register developed over the 

colonial period, and spread from missions to cabildo government and over into the rebel 

Maya sector, Maya reducido became the written standard.  The entire archive of colonial 

Maya is marked by it.  This process included thousands of notarial documents, nine 

substantial books and sundry other works written by the Maya people.  (400) 

 

The dedication of the Franciscan friars to this rigorous and demanding work of fashioning 

this new language can easily be apprehended in the care and subtlety which they took in elaborating 

the linguistic constructions.  As Hanks details, Maya reducido was first of all constructed in 

accordance to an “economic” principle so that a wide spectrum of interconnected Spanish concepts 

could be effectively transmitted using only a limited set of Maya root forms, making the 

terminology both doctrinally broad and easily accessible to the native populace: 

 

A striking feature of Maya reducido is recurrence of a small class of Maya roots used to 

render a large class of Spanish concepts.  The verb root oc “enter,” for instance, was derived 

into Maya counterparts of: baptism (oc ha “enter water”), believe (oc ol “enter heart”), 

faith (oc olal “enter heart.nominal), convert (oc sic ba ti “cause oneself to enter into”), 

chastity (ocol ku “enter god”), to signify (oc ti than “enter language”), translate to Maya 

(oc sic ti maya than “cause to enter into the Maya language”) , and incarnation (ocol ti 

uinicil “enter into humanity”).  The result of this kind of economy is that, armed with a 

small number of roots and basic derivation patterns, the missionary could gloss a whole 

swath of relevant concepts. (2013: 397) 

 

Such extensive modifications of the root oc were deemed necessary since conversion was thought 

to require the conscious and ongoing affirmation of the faith on the part of the indigenous.  Where, 

as an intransitive verb for motion it originally implied only “a subject who enters, and a goal space 

or state into which the subject enters,” the addition of a noun or prepositional phrase to create the 

simple compound, oc ol “enter heart,” was thought to enable the transformation of the subjective 

relation to God, as seen in the translation of the opening line of the Credo “I believe in God the 

Father Almighty” into Ocan ti uol Dios yumbil, uchuc tumen tuzinil “Entered into my. heart God 

lord. revered mightily by all46.”  (397)  If the conceptual rendering of the Credo needed a receptive 

subject, that of conversion, on the contrary, needed a more active subject; accordingly, this was 

translated into Maya neologism as Ocsic ba ti Dios “Cause. to enter self to God.” (398) 

                                                      
46 “Here,” in Hanks’s words, “the bare infinitive oc is derived as a stative to indicate that the entering has already 

occurred, and the noun ol “heart” is possessed u-ol “my heart.” The subject of the stative verb is Dios, and the 

monumental first person belief is cast as “God having entered into my heart.” (398) 
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 In effect, then, such terminological modifications were also explicitations of the parts of 

relations in and between Spanish concepts.  Beyond the “principle of economy,” there was thus 

also a “principle of transparency,” according to which Maya neologisms were composed out of 

discrete units which are arranged in such a manner as to be a function of the original concepts they 

were meant to express or reference.  “Each part of the Maya form,” Hanks tells us, “designates an 

identifiable element or aspect of the source concept.” This could be seen, for instance, in the 

translations of “baptize” (Bautisar) to “cause.enter water to head” (ocça ha ti pol) or “second time 

born, reborn” (ca put sihil); of “confess” (Confesar) to “straight cast sin” (toh pul keban) or “untie 

sin” (choch keban); and of “communion” (Comunión) to “the receiving of the body of Lord. 

revered” (ukamal ucucutil yumilbil).  In essence, Maya reducido was crafted to render explicit the 

conceptual relations between source terms what were often only implicit in the Spanish itself, thus 

making the learning of Maya reducido vocabulary effectively identical to the learning of the 

rudiments of the doctrina. (398)   

But what the Spanish missionaries were seeking from the economy and transparence of 

their translation were more than just pedagogical effects; in a very deliberate way, they were also 

attempting through the principles of economy and transparency the achievement of a certain beauty 

– “beautiful neologisms,” as they put it, which would be stylistically concise and simple so as to 

conform to the image of a sanctified poverty in regard to which the indigenous were taught to turn 

their souls to God.  As Hanks tells us, a spiritual value was placed on the lean form of expressivity 

and hence on the reduction of the kind of poetic parallelisms, emblematic imageries, and elaborate 

word-plays which one usually found in Maya texts.  Allow me here to quote him at length: 

  

The simplicity they sought in prayer was a form of sanctified poverty in expression, 

stylistically spare, humble, and uncluttered.  It is possible that the avoidance of Maya elite 

style in Christian prayer was part of the effort to eradicate forms of language associated 

with non-Christian ceremonial, but it also seems a strategy to keep the focus on God, and 

not on the words with which humans worship God.  The clean and voluminous spaces of 

the stone churches, the functional transparency of the division between altar, pulpit and 

pews, the visual images of saints, the candles and incense and the collective singing of 

prayer in plainsong were all part of the sensorium and all directed toward the beauty of 

their God.  Simplicity and transparency in language took their place along with other 

sensory experiences, including proprio-sensory ones such as heaviness (of sin)/lightness 

(of grace), sadness (contrition), and joy (celebration of the mysteries of the faith), pain 

(moral or physical).  

Part of what made for a beautiful neologism was that it formulates the source meaning 

concisely, by focusing on its most important aspects. […]  Among the best examples of 

this was the rendering of the epithet “God almighty” or “Dios omnipotente”: Dios yumbil 

uchuc tumen tuzinil. Dios yumbil renders “god revered lord,” uchuc is “powerful” and 

tumen tuzinil is the all-embracing omni of omnipotente.  Tumen is a relational noun 

glossable as “because, by” (as in “it was done by John”).  Tusinil is a neologism formed on 

analogy with the relational nouns (cf. tuyokol “above, atop,” tuyanal “below,” tulacal “all,” 

tupetel “all”).  Like its relational analogues, it is composed of four morphemes: t- “in, at” 

+ u- “its [possessive pronoun]” + sin [verb root] + Vl [possessive marker].  The root –sin- 

is what Mayanists call a “positional verb,” meaning that it designates a position assumed 

by its subject, especially the human body. This position is exemplified by the arms 

outstretched to the sides, fully extended and embracing – precisely as they are in the 
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crucifixion.  The missionaries clearly knew this, because they translated crucifixion as zini 

ti cruz, “he was stretched out on the cross,” a phrase that occurs in the Credo.  Moreover, 

in several of the dictionaries, the verb form and the neologistic form appear in the same 

entry. In short, the crucifixion is embedded in the “all” of “almighty47.”  

 

But in order for all of these to produce their intended outcomes, the Spanish missionaries 

also had to develop a system of indexical reinforcements – through pedagogy, repeated textual 

references, and regular use of Maya reducido in the catechisms, sermons and notorial genres – 

which could act to solidify the links between the neologisms and their referents.  Unless it is 

externally and continually reinforced, for instance, that oc ha should refer to the context of baptism 

and hence the rebirth of the person in Christ, indigenous neophytes without any prior exposure to 

Christianity could easily take it to designate merely “a leaky vessel, the arrival of rain or a form of 

torture in which water is poured into the head through the orifices.”  For the Spanish missionaries, 

“the utterances and semantic values of Maya reducido [were to be] bound to the built spaces of 

the missions and town councils, and to the embodied practices for which these spaces were 

designed.  Policía cristiana, the measure of civility in urban life, was tied into the same mandates 

as were inculcated in the classroom, confessional and from the pulpit… tied [that is] into the 

broader cycles of reducción, which reordered space, conduct and language concurrently.” (398-

399) 

If we have raised here for discussion this example of the conversion of the Maya, it is not 

so much to suggest a more “dignified” treatment of indigenous Americans under Spanish rule as 

compared to the host of modern states succeeding it, but only to show that the idea of an 

“indigenous metaphysics” was not something that necessarily needed to be argued for since this 

was rather a reality that was very much taken for granted.  The great lengths to which the colonial 

missionaries went to convert the native population, as we can see, betrays the fact of that 

indigenous systems of thought and the different conceptions of Being they implicated were indeed 

real forces to contend with; they both stood in the way of missionizing efforts and were so deeply 

part of a living reality that they could neither be disregarded nor easily consigned as something 

somehow lying outside the domains of “social,” “economic” or “political” life.  That the very 

colonial overlords who were responsible for the near total decimation of American indigenous 

worlds were forced to acknowledge and deal with, even if often only implicitly, the authenticity 

of an alter-metaphysical world in a way which modern states today would never deign to legitimate 

even at a distance, constitutes perhaps one of the greater ironies of history.  

 

 

*** 

 

These ontological conflicts then, to be sure, are not exactly “new,” as they have repeatedly 

occurred over five centuries ever since the first colonial encounters between Europeans and 

indigenous Americans throughout the continent.  But what is unprecedented today is a growing 

recognition once again of their metaphysical import, a significance that is beyond even that of their 

recent hard-won acceptance into the modern political arena as that pertaining to “ethnic minorities” 

– especially in the context of Latin America, we remember, such struggles were virtually invisible 

and were historically excluded from the category of events only until very recently when they were 

begrudgingly accorded legitimacy as political actors when “ethnicity” became a political category 

                                                      
47 Ibid, pp. 399-400. 
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sometime in the 1980s48.  Indeed, as Blaser notes, if these politico-environmental conflicts between 

modern states and the indigenous peoples they govern appear to be so definitive of our times, it is 

because they are finally beginning to regain, in the context of the eroding cognitive authority of 

modern concepts in the Anthropocene, an intelligibility which has long been denied them.   

One of the most striking examples of this at the present time is, of course, that of the 

Yanomami shaman, Davi Kopenawa, whose autobiography is written as almost a direct 

cosmopolitical address regarding the connection between modern conceptions of being and the 

current ecological crisis.  Kopenawa has not only received widespread recognition from the 

international community for his diplomatic efforts developing an international dialogue between 

governments and interest groups on the present state of the environment, but has also significantly 

garnered the theoretical attention of anthropologists and philosophers who discern in his 

constellation of concepts – those of the xapiri (“spirits”), for instance, with which he seeks to 

explain the problems that result from “mining” operations and the “clear-cutting” of forests – the 

lineaments of a different ontological distribution of the world.  Kopenawa can thus well be 

understood to have formulated, in The Falling Sky (2013), a powerful metaphysical Amerindian 

response to the modern machine of ecological destruction – and in a way that revitalizes the spirits 

of indigenous intellectuals like Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala (2009 [1615]) and Manuel Quintín 

Lame49– becoming a leading voice of unseen legions of indigenous Americans who have long 

resisted the decimation of their worlds, not just from the material extension of capitalist markets 

and infrastructures, but also from the cosmological architecture of thought and concepts which 

they have always known to be associated with them.  

In this connection, the work of Brazilian anthropologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro is 

perhaps one of the most important developments, not only in the anthropology of the Americas, 

but in contemporary anthropology at large.  Seeking to generalize on a theoretical level what 

Americanist ethnology has long isolated as a peculiar feature of Amerindian thought – its 

“universal sociology,” in the sense Gabriel Tarde (2012) gave to this term50 – Viveiros de Castro 

has powerfully articulated the concept of a “multi-naturalism,” where it is not the social but nature 

which divides the different beings which populate the world; a cosmological structure of thought 

which thus presents itself as symmetrically opposed to modern multiculturalism.  

 

 

Rethinking the Human from a New Perspective 

 

Under the name of “multinaturalism,” Eduardo Viveiros de Castro has given us what is perhaps 

one of the starkest alternative definitions of humanity anthropology has thus far known: the human 

being as synonymous to a point of view, and one, moreover, which exists as a trans-specific entity.  

The consequences of the theorization of this other image of the human is proving to be nothing 

                                                      
48 Cf. Quijano (2007), De la Cadena (2015b), pp. 57. 
49 Cf. Castillo-Cardenas (1987). 
50 We must understand, as Tarde claimed in Monadology and Sociology, “that everything is a society, that every 

phenomenon is a social fact. […] Science tells us of animal societies… of cellular societies, and why not of atomic 

societies?  I almost forgot to add societies of stars, solar and stellar systems.  […] [B]y a mistaken apprehension of 

the direction of this current, some have been led to the conclusion that societies are organisms; but the truth is that, 

since the advent of cellular theory, organisms have on the contrary become societies of a particular kind, fiercely 

exclusive cities as imagined by a Lycurgus or a Rousseau, or better still, religious congregations of a prodigious 

tenacity which equals the majestic and invariable strangeness of their rites, an invariability which nonetheless does 

not count against their individual members’ diversity and force of invention.” (2012 [1895]: 28)  
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short of radical, both in anthropology and in philosophy, in the sense that it cuts right into the root 

not only of the modern conception of the human as a rational subject, but even that of the figure 

of the “post-human” which arose as a philosophical response to the untenability of the former.  At 

the very moment in the humanities when doing a positive speculative metaphysics is becoming 

almost indissociably allied with the so-called “anti-correlationist51” and “object-oriented” 

ontologies of the new realist turn in philosophy, Viveiros de Castro takes an entirely different tack 

on the problem of the human subject.  Insisting on the centrality of the question of the subject in 

anthropological thought, he introduces us to a wholly other form of being human, a conception 

that is drawn not from any Occidental tradition of thought, modern or nonmodern; but strikingly, 

from the metaphysical thought of indigenous Amazonians.   

The basic proposition of Viveiros de Castro is simple yet vertiginous: if anthropology can 

be defined as the study of what it means to be human, then what stops us from putting into variation 

the very idea of the human which we habitually take to be obvious, whether to affirm or critique 

it?  

The Amazonian concept of the human, he shows us, need not necessarily pose the sort of 

problems of Reason, Morality, Judgment, Being, and History, which can largely be understood to 

have defined the circuitous trajectory of modern philosophy from Descartes to Derrida.  For instead 

of beginning with the question of its “place in the cosmos” ala Max Scheler (2009), the human in 

the Amazonian conception is identified with the cosmos itself, constituting a kind of “cosmological 

background” of being per se.  It is not then a question of the ground of its “being in the world.”      

Defined above all as a perspectival capacity, what is called “human” is not so much a species as 

the general condition pertaining to every sort of being manifesting this capacity; it is hence less an 

“identity” than a strictly formal pronominal position of an “I” that any being can lay claim to.  

Such is the reason behind the indigenous Amazonian idea that all beings possess the same 

kind of “soul.”  Ethnographers of Amazonia, Viveiros de Castro tells us, have long noted the 

curious fact that “virtually all peoples of the New World share a conception of the world as 

composed of a multiplicity of points of view.  Every existent is a center of intentionality 

apprehending other existents according to their respective characteristics and powers.” (55)  It is 

against this background of a generalized humanity that the specific differences between beings are 

thought to be presented.  For Amazonians, such differences however are taken to be manifest, not 

in the aptitudes of the mind, but in the morphologies and affective capacities of the body – that is, 

the forms and the “strengths and weaknesses, that render each species of the body singular: what 

it eats, its way of moving or communicating, where it lives, whether it is gregarious or solitary, 

timid or fierce,” and suchlike; or, in other words, the “ensemble of ways or modes of being that 

constitutes a habitus, ethos, or ethogram.” (72)  Indeed, the concept of a perspective is subsumed 

within this corporeal logic of difference: “The capacity to occupy a point of view is doubtlessly a 

power of the soul, and nonhumans are subjects to the extent to which they have (or are) a mind; 

but the difference between points of view… is not in the soul… [but] in the specificity of the 

body.” (72)  That every being – whether animal, vegetal, or mineral – is manifest as a mind and a 

subject is the most taken-for-granted fact of all, the most generic character of the cosmos which 

requires no examination; what is of interest, on the contrary, is the body, for this is what discloses 

a being’s nature, its specific thought and awareness as a subject – that is, in short, its perspective.  

Lévi-Strauss’s famous “baroque” anecdote of the Taino watching the bodies of drowned 

white prisoners for signs of decay in order to verify the ontological similitude between themselves 

and the Europeans remains one of the best descriptions of this Amerindian interest, well-known 

                                                      
51 Cf. Meillasoux, After Finitude (2009). 
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amongst Americanists, in the qualitative disparities of bodies, and its concrete and epistemological 

consequences.  The differences between the Amerindian and the European with regard to the 

conception of the basic predicates of humanity could not be more starkly contrasted: while the 

Europeans, Lévi-Strauss told us, were constantly at work sending out investigative commissions 

to ascertain whether the Indians were humans on the basis of having a soul, the Indians themselves 

were busily conducting empirical experimentations and observations on the bodies of whites with 

apparently the same aim in mind.  Accordingly, as he spelt it out in Tristes Tropiques (1973), the 

white Europeans can be noted to have placed their trust in the social sciences, while the Indians 

showed their confidence in the results of natural science.  Thus, “while the whites maintained that 

the Indians were beasts, the Indians did no more than suspect that the whites might be gods.  Both 

attitudes show equal ignorance, but the Indians’ behavior certainly had greater dignity.” (76)   

Citing this episode in Cannibal Metaphysics as the “contingent point of departure” for his 

own work, Viveiros de Castro (2014) reflects: 

  

Amerindian ontological regimes diverge from those widespread in the West precisely with 

regard to the inverse semiotic functions they respectively attribute to soul and body.  The 

marked dimension for the Spanish was the soul, whereas the Indian emphasized the body.  

The Europeans never doubted that Indians had bodies – animals have them too – and the 

Indians in turn never doubted that the Europeans had souls, since animals and the ghosts 

of the dead do as well.  Thus the Europeans’ ethnocentrism consisted in doubting that the 

body of the other contained a soul formally similar to the one inhabiting their own bodies, 

while the ethnocentrism of the Indians, on the contrary, entailed doubting that the others’ 

souls or spirits could possess a body materially similar to theirs. (52) 

 

But this sort of inversion, he claims, does not just suggest the necessity of an exchange of signs 

and values in order to maintain the intelligibility of their common reference, but implicates an 

essential redistribution of the predicates normally attached to our macro-concepts of Nature and 

Culture.  Instead of bodies being generally conceived, owing to a shared biological substance, as 

universal and objective, and minds generally conceived, owing to their variability across 

individuals and societies, as particular and subjective; we find rather a conception of being that is 

based on the universality of mind and the particularity of bodies.  It is in this way that the 

cosmological presuppositions of Amazonians can be perceived as presenting to the modern West 

an image of their ontological predicates in the inverse: the first lesson in the encounter with 

Amazonian life and thought is that what we call “culture” is given the status of the universal, and 

what we call “nature” that of the particular.   

We thus find richly described in The Falling Sky (2013) the structure and vast expanse of 

the world as consisting in a prodigious multiplicity of points of view, both the manifestation of a 

common mind, and yet with each being embodying a particular perspective insofar as perspective 

is understood to be determined by a body.  This cosmological idea of the commonality of mind, 

then, does not in any way mean that everything has the same point of view, for it is the singularity 

of each perspective which gives body to a universal mind determined multiply.  As Viveiros de 

Castro puts it in a long and rather recondite passage: 

 

The ethnography of indigenous America is replete with references to a cosmopolitical 

theory describing a universe inhabited by diverse types of actants or subjective agents, 

human or otherwise – gods, animals, the dead, plants, meteorological phenomena, and 
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often objects or artifacts as well-equipped with the same general ensemble of perceptive, 

appetitive, and cognitive dispositions: with the same kind of soul.  This interspecific 

resemblance includes… the same mode of apperception: animals and other nonhumans 

having a soul "see themselves as persons" and therefore "are persons"… The resemblance 

between souls, however, does not entail that what they express or perceive is likewise 

shared.  The way humans see animals, spirits and other actants in the cosmos is profoundly 

different from how these beings both see them and see themselves… humans will, under 

normal circumstances, see humans as humans and animals as animals (in the case of spirits, 

seeing these normally invisible beings is a sure indication that the conditions are not 

normal: sickness, trance and other “altered states”).  Predatory animals and spirits, for their 

part, see humans as prey, while prey see humans as spirits or predators. […] In seeing us 

as nonhumans, animals and spirits regard themselves (their own species) as human: they 

perceive themselves as (or become) anthropomorphic beings when they are in their houses 

or villages, and apprehend their behavior and characteristics through a cultural form: they 

perceive their food as human food – jaguars see blood as manioc beer, vultures see the 

worms in rotten meat as grilled fish – their corporeal attributes (coats, feathers, claws, 

beaks) as finery or cultural instruments, and they even organize their social systems in the 

same way as human institutions, with chiefs, shamans, exogamous moieties and rituals52. 

(2014: 56-57, emphasis added) 

 

Now, this sort of dizzying multitude of perspectives may strike one as totally opaque and 

undefinable, but this “chiastic structure” of vision is in fact, Viveiros de Castro tells us, a function 

of a quite definite nexus of predator-prey relations in the forest.  The kinds of beings which tend 

to be drawn into the perspectival orbit are typically, therefore, such large predators and scavengers 

as jaguars, anacondas, vultures, harpies, etc., and those, on the other hand, which are typically the 

prey of anthropic humans – wild boar, monkeys, fish, deer and tapirs53.  In a very concrete (though 

not necessarily non-speculative) sense, one is always in the situation of being potentially preyed 

upon, and losing one’s body to another in the cosmic background of various other humans seeing 

oneself.  Depending on one’s position on the scale of predation – and this is one of the reasons, 

incidentally, for calling it a “cannibal metaphysics” – one sees certain ‘lower’ beings as prey 

(“animals”) and certain ‘higher’ beings as predators (“humans,” “spirits”), even if everyone is by 

default “Human.”  Or more precisely, it is one’s position vis-à-vis that of another’s which defines 

for indigenous Amazonians what one “is”: “there is scarcely an existent that could not be defined 

in terms of its relative position on a scale of predatory power.” (57)   

The Amazonian concept of being is thus a strictly relational concept: it is not a matter of 

already identifiable spirits, humans, and game animals whose definite relations can then be 

specified in accordance with what they “are,” but rather that of a question of who, in the first place, 

                                                      
52 Thus, speaking of the spirits of “fishes” – or in his terms, the yawarioma water-beings who are the sons, sons-in-

law, daughters and daughters-in-law of Teperesiki, the father-in-law of the Yanomani demiurge (Omama) – Kopenawa 

tells us in The Falling Sky that in one encounter with them, he “dived in to join them in the deep of a great river,” only 

to find, to his surprise, “the inside of a vast house” and “without getting wet at all.” “Everything here was dry and you 

could see as clearly as outside.  The house’s central plaza was lit by the sun reflecting on the water’s surface.” (2013: 

38) The water-beings, he goes on say, “are masters of the forest and the watercourses.  They look like human beings, 

have wives and children, but live deep in the bottom of the rivers, where they are innumerable.”  They are “great 

hunters” and share their homes not just with their father but “also with the electric eel, anaconda, and caiman spirits.  

Their hammocks are set up side by side underwater, where it is dry, just as they are in our houses.” (Ibid: 46-47) 
53 Cf. Viveiros de Castro (2014), pp. 57.  
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is taking the place or position of “spirit,” “human,” or “animal,” according to the specific relational 

configurations they become or happen to be caught in.  It is exactly in this sense that in Kopenawa’s 

narrative, we are told of ne wari (evil) spirits who see humans as their “game,” or more specifically 

adult humans as spider monkeys and their children as parrots. (2013: 116) This is what Viveiros 

de Castro means when he writes: “Personhood and perspectiveness – the capacity to occupy a point 

of view – is a question of degree, context and position rather than a property distinct to specific 

species.” (2014: 57-58) 

In this way, Amazonian perspectivism is a concept of reversible vision: we see other 

humans as “animals,” as we are told, just as they, the “animals,” the jaguar, for instance, see 

themselves as humans and see us as animals (especially if we are prey to them).  In his Cambridge 

lectures, Viveiros de Castro gives us a heuristic image of this concept of being as one split into 

front and back halves – a “two-sided species,” as he calls it: 

 

It is as if… the different species of being that inhabit the perspectivist world were split into 

a front and a back halves or sides.  Each type of being can only see its front half – and it 

always looks human (we ourselves look human to us).  This front half is the soul.  Each 

type of being, on the other hand, can only see the back half or far side of those species to 

which it does not belong – this back half is the body, and it looks like an animal. […] This 

would mean that the body of each species is invisible to that species, just as its soul is 

invisible to other species.  The problem, therefore, is: how can one see one’s own “far 

side”? How does it feel to be under the gaze of a non-human being?  (2012: 129) 

 

We can then return to the idea of the human as a formal capacity to adopt a point of view, 

which we can now understand to be neither a substance nor an object, but something more like a 

form and a relation.  It is an identity which is acquired, as we have said, whenever some being says 

or refers to itself as “I,” indicating thereby an intentionality, a mind, or soul, deictically orientated 

to those of others.  Such is what Viveiros de Castro means when he writes: “Humanity is in the 

position of the common denominator, the reflexive mode of the collective… derived in relation to 

the primary positions of predator and prey.” (2014: 58-59) If every system of thought can be said 

to have an essential problem of thought intrinsic to it, it is in the case of Amazonia this idea of a 

partially nomadic and variable identity.  If everything is human to begin with, the problem becomes 

how to differentiate oneself as some kind of a center from exterior points of view. “Identity,” 

precisely, is not something given from the outset and must be determined relative to a particular 

constellation of relations which is itself always variable, and if the Other is what is given priority, 

then the self is something which is always in question.  Or succinctly put, the central problem for 

Amazonian thought is: “if the other comes first, then what am I54”? 

  This leads us to the idea of shamanism.  It is in the practice of shamanism which most 

saliently foregrounds this Amerindian idea of variable being, what Viveiros de Castro calls the 

subject’s “invisible prosomorphic side,” which becomes supremely visible, as we see in 

Kopenawa’s autobiography, in the “time of dream” or when one, with the aid of yakoana, 

“becomes other or spirit.”  In becoming spirit, Kopenawa acts as a translator and mediator between 

points of view – between different humans – each of which is the “far side” of one’s own being 

seen, or, as it were, derivable from its inverse: oneself as seen in the eyes of other humans.  This 

                                                      
54 I am drawing here on Peter Skafish’s articulation of the problem. See also Skafish & Viveiros de Castro (2016), 

‘The Metaphysics of Extra-Moderns: On the Decolonization of Thought, A Conversation with Eduardo Viveiros de 

Castro’. 
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essential alterity is not just losing one’s (prior) identity but rather a passage into another one – 

from one configuration of human relations to another – and this is why we find in Kopenawa a 

narrative description of this process as a matter of forging links between different kinds of being 

rather than a matter of “representing” their realities.  It amounts, as Viveiros de Castro stresses, to 

a diplomatic politics (and we see, therefore, that the canonical modern division between Nature 

and Politics precisely does not exist, or at least that the two are indissociable), a way of putting to 

work interspecific relations and a means of rearranging their alliances: “Amerindian shamanism 

could be defined as the authorization of certain individuals to cross the corporeal barriers between 

species, adopt an exospecific subjective perspective, and administer the relations between those 

species and humans.  By seeing nonhuman beings as they see themselves (again as humans), 

shamans become capable of playing the role of active interlocutors in the trans-specific dialogue… 

something the “laity” can only do with difficulty.  This encounter or exchange of perspectives is 

not only a dangerous process but a political art: diplomacy.” (2014: 60)   

“The world” in this sense is best described, not as cosmologically divided into thought and 

being, subject and object, cultures and nature, but rather as an entirely subjectified world. 

Knowledge, it follows, is not derived from the properties of animate or inanimate objects of nature 

discovered by subjects, but from the relational functions and perceptive equipment disclosed by 

the ontological interpretation of other subjects.  Summarily we could say that confronted with an 

unknown object or entity, “X,” the modern scientist asks: ‘what are its properties’? But the 

Amerindian, on the contrary, asks: ‘what is its point of view’?  What the modern scientist calls “an 

object” is for the Amerindian always “an insufficiently interpreted subject.” (2014: 62) 

Schematizing the stark contradiction between Modern and Amazonian thought, Viveiros 

de Castro claims therefore that according to modern scientific epistemology, “to know is to 

objectify by distinguishing between what is intrinsic to the object and what instead belongs to the 

knowing subject, which has been inevitably and illegitimately projected onto the object.”  Or in 

other words: “To know is thus to desubjectify, to render explicit the part of the subject present in 

the object in order to reduce it to an ideal minimum (and/or to amplify it with a view to obtaining 

spectacular critical effects).  Subjects, just like objects, are regarded as the results of a process of 

objectification: the subject constitutes or recognizes itself in the object it produces, and knows 

itself objectively when it succeeds in seeing itself "from the outside" as a thing. Our 

epistemological game… is objectification; what has not been objectified simply remains abstract 

or unreal.  The form of the Other is the thing.” (Ibid: 60) In contrast: “Amerindian shamanism is 

guided by the inverse ideal: to know is to "personify," to take the point of view of what should be 

known or, rather, the one whom should be known.  The key is to know, in Guimaraes Rosa's 

phrase, "the who of things," without which there would be no way to respond intelligently to the 

question of "why."  The form of the Other is the person. […] [S]hamanic personification or 

subjectivation reflects a propensity to universalize the "intentional attitude" accorded so much 

value by certain modern philosophers of mind (or, more accurately, philosophers of 

modern mind).” (Ibid: 60-61) 

What are the implications, then, for the very notion of an “object”?  Or rather, what remains 

of it?  Viveiros de Castro’s answer is quite simply: nothing.  This, as we will see, is one of the 

principles of the concept of multinaturalism, and what constitutes its great difficulty for modern 

thought.  But in order to understand this, it is necessary first to know just how the idea of a 

perspective can be situated in a world in an ontological sense without presupposing its ground in 

corresponding objects.   
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*** 

 

I move here into an interlude on the philosophical question of perspective.  To see from multiple 

and varying perspectives has long been the objective aim of any anthropology worthy of the name.  

In its distinctive attempts to grasp the other’s thought and imagination in the form of a radical 

priority, anthropology may be thought to have always been, in its comparative undertakings, an 

inherently “perspectival” discipline.  Claude Lévi-Strauss (1972) once put it thus that “The 

anthropologist is the astronomer of the social sciences: His task is to discover a meaning for 

configurations which, owing to their size and remoteness, are very different from those within the 

observer’s purview.” (378) Committed to the matter of the viewpoint as a variable structure, 

anthropology has consistently sought to see from the point of view of the other what the 

constitution of the real from one’s point of view – or, for that matter, any given point of view – 

appears to be, receiving its distinctive disciplinary character by the intrinsic relation it bears to a 

certain relativity of the real which it obliges itself, as a matter of principle and by force of its 

evidentiary materials, to uphold. 

 Long the subject of the anthropological encounter, the matter of differential perspectives 

may also be thought to be the anthropological object par excellence.  But as object, perspective 

has perhaps also been one of the more taken for granted notions in anthropology.  Indeed, despite 

the broad and novel theoretical developments in the discipline since the 1950s that appear to 

indicate otherwise, the notion of perspective has until recently still tended to connote little more 

than a conventional liberalist conception of the “representational” difference of viewpoints relative 

to a reality fundamentally defined, in turn, as a “constructed” reality.  We know the principle upon 

which this conception is based: in being “subjective,” perspectives are understood as necessarily 

“partial” in themselves such that any one perspective can never claim to wholly represent the 

reality of which it is merely one particular and competing viewpoint amongst others55.  Given the 

relativity of truths, there is no “ultimate reality” as such.  Akin to the concepts of “representation” 

and “recognition” found in and foundational to the modern liberal political arena, the 

anthropological notion of perspective has, by and large, derived its basic theoretical traction from 

the very sort of representational relativity it imagines itself to be repudiating, but of which it has 

been the metonymic correlate.   

The key contribution of Eduardo Viveiros de Castro’s metaphysical anthropology lies in 

its forceful attempt at imploding56 the subjectivist principle undergirding the notion of perspective, 

as it has been employed in the history of anthropology, towards a concept of being as variation.  

The problem, for Viveiros de Castro, is not so much with the subjectivity of perspective as the 

type of relativity it seems to make necessary.  Said another way, the critique of the anthropological 

notion of perspective initiated by Viveiros de Castro is less aimed towards affirming some kind of 

objective reality, as it were, ‘behind’ subjective perspectives, than providing a proper theory of the 

reality of subjective perspectives, that is to say, towards rethinking the form of relativity presumed 

in every contention that reality is perspectival.  Following his philosophical forebears, Leibniz, 

Nietzsche and Deleuze, who have each, in his own way attempted to specify the metaphysical and 

                                                      
55 Standing as a classic example, Clifford Geertz claimed in The Interpretation of Cultures that to speak of the veracity 

of one perspective “is, by implication, to speak of one perspective among others. A perspective is a mode of seeing, 

in that extended sense of “see” in which it means “discern,” “apprehend,” “understand,” or “grasp.”  It is a particular 

way of looking at life, a particular manner of construing the world, as when we speak of an historical perspective, a 

scientific perspective, an aesthetic perspective, a common-sense perspective, or even a bizarre perspective embodied 

in dreams and in hallucinations.” (1973: 110). 
56 Cf. Bruno Latour, ‘Perspectivism: Type or Bomb?’ (2009) 
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ontological conditions for the multiple actuality of perspectives, Viveiros de Castro takes as his 

principle not the subject but variation itself as the genetic structure of relativity manifested by the 

plurality of subjective viewpoints.  Moving beyond a simple affirmation of the pluralist 

perspectival procedure of anthropological inquiry as an indispensable function of its thinking, then, 

Viveiros de Castro more crucially attempts to carry out, with the help of Amazonian multinaturalist 

metaphysics, a radical overhaul of the theory of anthropological relativity upon which the idea of 

perspective is based inasmuch as it bears a necessary relation to a form of variation in the real. 

The perspectivism of Viveiros de Castro can be said to have its basis in three fundamental 

principles.  First, it takes the question raised by a multiplicity of perspectives as one that relates, 

to borrow Deleuze’s phrasing, not to the “relativity of what is true,” but more precisely to the 

“truth of relativity57.”  Such a distinction, if seemingly trivial, in fact makes all the difference – it 

is what forms the line which separates the relativity of liberal multiculturalism from the relativity 

of a properly perspectival metaphysics.  Conceptually speaking, while the former posits that there 

is no ultimately “true” reality which can be known as such since every particular perspective is to 

be considered but a partial and subjective representation of it; the latter, to the contrary, posits that 

the true nature of the real is to be precisely relative in its essence such that different points of view 

can even come to be as such.  Once the question of the perspectival is posed in this way as a reality 

of relativity and not so much a relative reality, the whole scene changes, and a wholly different 

mode of interpretation is suggested.  The question is no longer how individual perspectives lend 

their particular constructions of meaning to an objective reality it inflects and thus renders 

contingent, but rather how they constitute the very matter of the real in which they are necessary 

characters.  Perspective, in other words, is no longer something denoting the representational 

artifice of a subject but rather indicates an objective structural feature of the real; consequently, 

the problem it poses is not that of the finitude of “access” to the real but that of conceiving a 

differential distribution of points of view as the constituent properties of the real – a perspectival 

multiplicity which is not merely a multiplicity in the real but also of the real.   

Second, then, is that it takes the concept of “point of view” as something which is related 

to an objective variation.  Following the Nietzschean precept, to the degree that a point of view 

represents a mode of action in the real, the point of view can be thought to constitute the variable 

structure of the real.  At stake in this conception is, first and foremost, a veritable reversal of 

structural positions in the relation between subject and object: “point of view” would presuppose 

not a subjective concept of the object, but rather an objective concept of the subject.  But in what 

way may the subject be thought to be “objective”?  For one, the subject can be understood as 

“objective” in the sense that the formal variability presupposed by a multiplicity of perspectives 

on the real has the subject itself as its attribute, that is to say, as the very way in which variability 

operates in the real.  Formally speaking, a “subject” would thus be, not the proprietor, but the very 

function of the point of view; it does not so much possess a point of view as adopt it precisely as 

a point for the projection of perspective.  Correlatively, a “point of view” would draw its meaning 

less from the notion of a “view” than that of a “point” in and from which subjectivity itself stems.   

In The Origin of Perspective, it was precisely this that Hubert Damisch sought to propose, 

when he stressed: “Perspective… is not a code, but it has this in common with language, that in 

and by itself it institutes and constitutes itself under the auspices of a point, a factor analogous to 

the “subject” or “person” in language, always posited in relation to a “here” or “there,” accruing 

all the possibilities for movement from one position to another that this entails.” (1994: 53) The 

“point” in a point of view is not “the subject” because it is what gives place to the subject: a subject 

                                                      
57 Cf. Gilles Deleuze, The Fold (1993), pp. 21. 
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is what takes place in the point of view.  Or, expressed otherwise, the point of view does not derive 

from the subject, for the subject is what arrives to the point of view.  “Such is the basis of 

perspectivism,” writes Deleuze in The Fold, “which does not mean a dependence in respect to a 

pregiven or defined subject; to the contrary, a subject will be what comes to the point of view, or 

rather what remains in the point of view.” (1993: 19) 

But further, Damisch invites us also to note the way in which, thus conceived, points of 

view become the coordinates of the movement they make possible, the sites of the perspectival 

exchange and oscillation they actualize.  It is in fact, as he suggests, by its structural distance from 

a point of view that the subject adopting it turns into a veritable analogy of the point (“here”), and 

thereby comes also to represent a “factor” for another point of view (“there”).  The perspectival 

subject of a point of view is necessarily one among others – it does not just see but is itself seen.  

Thus vision, as Lacan stresses, is by definition always outside of itself and haunted by its double; 

in the light of the scopic field in which it exists, vision is necessarily a double vision: “in the scopic 

field, the gaze is outside, I am looked at, that is to say, I am a picture.  This is the function that is 

found at the heart of the institution of the subject in the visible.  What determines me, at the most 

profound level, in the visible, is the gaze that is outside.  It is through the gaze that I enter light 

and it is from the gaze that I receive its effects.  Hence it comes about that the gaze is the instrument 

through which light is embodied and through which… I am photo-graphed.” (1981: 106) In a 

wonderful passage in The Visible and the Invisible, Merleau-Ponty likewise tells us that “since 

vision is a palpation with the look, it must also be inscribed in the order of being that it discloses 

to us: he who looks must not himself be foreign to the world that he looks at.  As soon as I see, it 

is necessary that the vision (as is so well indicated by the double meaning of the word) be doubled 

with a complementary vision or with another vision: myself seen from without, such as another 

would see me, installed in the midst of the visible, occupied in considering it from a certain spot.”  

Hence, “he who sees cannot possess the visible unless he is possessed by it, unless he is of it, 

unless, by principle, according to what is required by the articulation of the look with the things, 

he is one of the visibles, capable, by a singular reversal, of seeing them – he who is one of them.”  

(1968: 134-135) 

This, then, is the other way in which the “subject” of a point of view may be thought to be 

an “objective” subject: what is realized in subjective vision is precisely not the mere visibility from 

one’s own point of view but, more crucially, that of other visibilities, the ascension other points of 

view vis-à-vis one’s own.  If a “point of view” is thus a “pointing” (as in the Greek deixis) from 

somewhere, it is precisely because it is also a “showing” (as in the Greek verb deikunai) of an 

elsewhere.  By adopting a point of view, the perspectival subject gives body, as it were, to the 

objective and differential relations to which it owes its existence.  Far from amounting to a 

solipsism, every discrete and individuated point of view with its specific perspective on the real 

would thus designate not so much a subjective epistemological restriction of the meaning of the 

objective, as the veritable opening out or unfolding of it.  It was in this sense, as we know, that 

both Leibniz and Nietzsche understood the question of perspectivism.  For them, too, the singular 

perspective is never an isolated world unto itself, enclosed within the delimited boundary of a self-

constructed reality, and looking as though through an optic prism or an interior window at a world 

outside itself – the “seeing-through” suggested by the Latin perspicere – but is rather what we may 

construe as constituting a sort of refracting surface, a crossing point or a point of articulation for 

other perspectives, other multitudes.  But with Leibniz and Nietzsche, “point of view” is less tied 

to the problem of vision in an objective scopic field, and becomes more radically elaborated as a 

principal characteristic of being itself.   
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In Leibniz’s metaphysics, we thus find that the prodigious multitude of beings in the world 

– so many different “monads,” as he puts it, and each in themselves an indivisible unity, an “unum 

per se” – do not quite “have” points of view on things so much as they are themselves these points 

of view of the world whose very immediacy their multiple bodies thus compose58.  Monads are, 

as Leibniz tells us, “without windows” not because they are enclosed individualities subsisting in 

the narcissism of their apparent independence, but because it is only as such “simple spiritual 

substances,” self-subsisting unities, that they can together form the living materiality of the 

universe.  As he insists in the Monadology: “this interconnection, or this adapting of all created 

things to each one, and of each one to all the others, means that each simple substance has 

relationships which express all the others, and that it is therefore a perpetual living mirror of the 

universe59.”  Similarly, when Nietzsche reflected on the individuating and individuated character 

of the point of view, it was not so much to observe the finitude of representation on the part of 

subjects as it was to spell out the extent to which “existence itself” is essentially an interpreting 

existence, and “being itself” an essentially perspectival being.  Indeed, it was precisely below the 

level of the subject, on the microphysical level of affective sense per se – in what occurs within 

and between bodies consisting in animate forces and drives (and not just human ones) – that 

Nietzsche thought to propose that every sensing, evaluating, and interpreting existence constitutes 

in itself a distinctive point of view and a singular point of communication to all the others60.  But 

as Deleuze has brilliantly pointed out, where Leibniz emphasized the differential distribution of a 

perspectival multiplicity as referring ultimately to a common objective referent upon which all the 

monadic points of view converge61, Nietzsche maintains on the contrary the veritable divergence 

of the object of every possible viewpoint such that a maximal distance between them becomes the 

very function of their communication.   

For Nietzsche, the arcs of perspective, as it were, which necessarily overlap, intercept, and 

bisect one another in the perspective field they institute, always subtend angles (or precisely, points 

of view) which are nonetheless singular in themselves and thereby discrete from one another – 

they never converge upon a center, nor are they ever encompassed by a circle (there is no 

perspectival “circle theorem” in Nietzsche).  Indeed, this is why the concept of point of view 

always implies a connection to the will to power.  According to Nietzsche, singular points of view 

necessarily subsist, each on their own, as veritable centers of force relating to one another in the 

manner of projection, encompassment, and opposition: “Every center of force adopts a perspective 

toward the entire remainder, i.e., its own particular valuation, mode of action, and mode of 

resistance62.”  The world, as he says, derives its very ontological consistency precisely from “this 

necessary perspectivism by virtue of which every center of force – and not only man – construes 

the rest of the world from its own viewpoint, i.e., measures, feels, forms, according to its own 

                                                      
58 Cf. Leibniz, Letter to Lady Masham, June 1704 (357), in which he states that points of view are located in bodies. 
59 Cf. Leibniz (1998), Monadology, §56, pp. 275. 
60 Cf. Nietzsche (2001), The Gay Science, §374: “Our new ‘infinite’ – How far the perspectival character of existence 

extends, or indeed whether it has any other character; whether an existence without interpretation, without ‘sense’, 

doesn’t become ‘nonsense’; whether, on the other hand, all existence isn’t essentially an interpreting existence – that 

cannot, as would be fair, be decided even by the most industrious and extremely conscientious analysis and self-

examination of the intellect; for in the course of this analysis, the human intellect cannot avoid seeing itself under its 

perspectival forms, and solely in these.”  (239, emphases in original)  
61 Cf. Leibniz (1998), Monadology, §57. “And just as the same town when seen from different sides will seem quite 

different, and is as it were multiplied perspectivally, the same thing happens here: because of the infinite multitude of 

simple substances it is as if there were as many different universes; but they are all perspectives on the same one, 

according to the different point of view of each monad.”  (275, emphases in original) 
62 Friedrich Nietzsche (1968), The Will to Power, §567.  
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force.”  “Perspectivism,” he goes on to affirm, “is only a complex form of specificity.  My idea is 

that every specific body strives to become master over all space and to extend its force (– its will 

to power:) and to thrust back all that resists its extension. But it continually encounters similar 

efforts on the part of other bodies and ends by coming to an arrangement (“union”) with those of 

them that are sufficiently related to it: thus they then conspire together for power63.”   

To be sure, it might seem that Nietzsche is, in this way, promoting an entirely “subjectivist” 

conception of reality.  Does the “psychological perspective” he advocates not, after all, have for 

one of its central determinations the very dissolution of the idea of an “objective world”?  In The 

Will to Power, Nietzsche does not hesitate to state: “A “thing-in-itself” just as perverse as a “sense-

in-itself,” a “meaning-in-itself.”  There are no “facts-in-themselves,” for a sense must always be 

projected into them before there can be “facts.”  The question “what is that?” is an imposition of 

meaning from some other viewpoint.  “Essence,” the “essential nature,” is something perspective 

[sic] and already presupposes a multiplicity.  At the bottom of it there always lies “what is that for 

me?” (for us, for all that lives, etc.)64.”  What could this mean other than that everything is 

contingent upon the subject?  That meaning is undeniably subjective meaning?  In his writings, 

Nietzsche never ceases to stress this generative nature of viewpoints with regard to the facts of the 

world.  Indeed, there is nothing for him, strictly speaking, which is not perspectival: “perspective 

itself [is] the basic condition of all life65.”  If, as we have said, every existent perspectival subject 

connotes another potential object in the real, then the reverse is also true: there are no existent 

objects without actual subjects; every “objective” object implies another perspectival subject.  This 

much is certain in another fragment, where Nietzsche proclaims: 

 

“Thingness” was first created by us.  The question is whether there could not be many other 

ways of creating such an apparent world… whether that which “posits things” is not the 

sole reality; and whether the “effect of the external world upon us” is not also only the 

result of such active subjects – The other “entities” act upon us; our adapted apparent world 

is an adaptation and overpowering of their actions; a kind of defensive measure.  The 

subject alone is demonstrable; hypothesis that only subjects exist – that “object” is only a 

kind of effect produced by a subject upon a subject – a modus of the subject66. 

 

Yet, even though it may thus appear that only subjective relations pertain to the status of 

objects in the real, it is not difficult to see that, for Nietzsche, the fundamental question is not so 

much whether objects truly exist since there are always constructive subjects, but rather whether 

objects may even be conceived as such when they are divorced from subjects, when they are 

imagined to be merely discoverable as inert and inanimate things “out there” in the world, facts-

in-themselves.  The problem then, in short, is not whether objects are truly present, but how the 

truth of objects can be presented or conceived at all.  Thus, we note that when Nietzsche poses the 

problem of the multiplicity of subjective perspectives, he always poses it as a problem of reality 

and never as the contingency of “access-conditions” which, as with Neo-Kantians, makes of reality 

an ever-receding horizon of a knowable objectivity, to which one is supposed to “strive” infinitely.  

Verily, what is at stake for Nietzsche is neither the status of “subjects” or “objects” as such, but 

rather that of the metaphysical dualism according to which they evidently exist as separate 

                                                      
63 Ibid, §636. 
64 Ibid, §556. 
65 Nietzsche (1990), Beyond Good and Evil, pp. 32. 
66 Nietzsche (1968), The Will to Power, §569.  Emphasis in original. 
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substances forming distinct ontological domains, and which he sought to do away with precisely 

by adopting a “psychological perspective” on the real.  It is not therefore a question of raising up 

either subject or object as constituting the true reality, but rather of pursuing a new conception 

altogether of the relation between them.  In a well-known passage in On the Genealogy of Morals, 

we read: 

 

Henceforth, my dear philosophers, let us be on guard against the dangerous old conceptual 

fiction that posited a “pure, will-less, painless, timeless knowing subject”; let us guard 

against the snares of such contradictory concepts as “pure reason,” “absolute spirituality,” 

“knowledge in itself”: these always demand that we should think of an eye that is 

completely unthinkable, an eye turned in no particular direction, in which the active and 

interpreting forces, through which alone seeing becomes seeing something, are supposed 

to be lacking; these always demand of the eye an absurdity and a nonsense.  There is only 

a perspectival seeing, only a perspectival “knowing”; and the more affects we allow to 

speak about one thing, the more eyes, different eyes, we can use to observe one thing, the 

more complete will our “concept” of this thing, our “objectivity,” be67. 

 

As we see, if Nietzsche is attempting to dissolute anything, it is precisely neither subject 

nor object, but essentially both at once.  We note in particular – no doubt also in order to avoid the 

naïve reading of this passage as a claim that objective truth is but its mere relationship of 

correspondence as an evidentiary fact to the multiple representations of it – the phrase “the active 

and interpreting forces, through which alone seeing becomes seeing something,” the better to 

accentuate the way in which Nietzsche to attempts account for the object as the “effect” of subjects, 

to reconceive objective knowledge as one and the same as perspective.  Here, an ontological gap 

no longer obtains between the perspective and what it is a perspective on since perspective is no 

longer something which belongs only to subjects representing objects-in-themselves, but precisely, 

with Nietzsche, taken as actualities forming the generality of the world, the very matter of the real 

as such.  Thus, the true meaning of things is necessarily “incomplete” not because it is correlated 

to the ontological partiality of subjective representations, but precisely because the perspectival 

itself is what constitutes the sole reality of things, because everything that is is a being of 

perspective, and thus also always crossed and redoubled by other new and emergent perspectives: 

perspectives upon perspectives, “subjects” upon “subjects,” and “objects” upon “objects.”   

In his late notebooks, Nietzsche asks: “Fundamental question: whether the perspectival is 

part of the essence, and not just a form of regarding, a relation between various beings?  Do the 

various forces stand in relation to one another, in such a way that this relation is tied to the 

viewpoint of perception?  This would be possible if everything that is were essentially something 

that perceives68.”  In this way, as Heidegger (1979) has shown, Nietzsche’s fundamental aim in 

overturning Platonism involved nothing less than a new definition of the real – the being of the 

sensuous not only as perspective but as the genuine element of reality, one constituted as the vital 

communicability between affecting and affected forces. (212) 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
67 Nietzsche (1989), On the Genealogy of Morals, II, 12, pp. emphasis in original. 
68 Nietzsche (2003), Writings from the Late Notebooks, 5[12], emphases in original. 
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*** 

 

We can thus understand now that when Viveiros de Castro speaks of there being “no objects,” 

more specifically, he does not mean that indigenous Amazonians are always simply engaging in 

“representing” or “constructing” the world that is thereby imagined still to be some kind of exterior 

field of matter lying in wait to be grasped by subjects seeking to impute meaning to it, but rather 

the ontological variability of the real itself.  “No object” can be understood simply to mean no 

common object for the multiplicity of perspectives which make up the world or, more accurately, 

no common referent for the difference between perspectives; meaning to say that there are 

differences of perspectives on things not because different subjects have different representations 

of the same thing, but because, as Viveiros de Castro famously claims, things are themselves 

variable, and this ontological variability of the referent is what itself indexes that there is a 

multiplicity of perspectives, and not the other way around.  When perspectives differ, according 

to him, what is disclosed is not just the difference in perspectives between subjects, but that of the 

very material things of which there are differing perspectives, or its essential “equivocality69.” 

 

Multinaturalism does not suppose a Thing-in-Itself partially apprehended through 

categories of understanding proper to each species.  We should not think that Indians 

imagine that there exists a something = X, something that humans, for example, would see 

as blood and jaguars as beer.  What exists in multinature are not such self-identical entities 

differently perceived but immediately relational multiplicities of the type blood/beer.  

There exists, if you will, only the limit between blood and beer, the border by which these 

two “affinal” substances communicate and diverge.  Finally, there is no X that would be 

blood to one species and beer to another; just a "blood/beer" that from the very start is one 

of the characteristic singularities or affections of the human/jaguar.  The resemblance 

Amazonians frequently draw between humans and jaguars, which is that both of them drink 

"beer," is only made so that what creates the difference between humans and jaguars can 

be better perceived. […]  In effect, one is either in the blood or in the beer, with no one 

drinking a drink-in-itself.  But every beer has a background-taste of blood and vice-versa. 

(2014: 73) 

 

And he continues: 

 

Amerindian perspectivism's problem is thus not to find the referent common to two 

different representations (the Venus behind the morning star and the evening star) but 

instead to circumvent the equivocation that consists in imagining that a jaguar saying 

"manioc beer" is referring to the same thing as us simply because he means the same thing 

as us.  In other words, perspectivism presumes an epistemology that remains constant, and 

variable ontologies.  The same "representations," but different objects.  One meaning, 

multiple referents.  The goal of perspectivist translation – which is one of the principle 

tasks of shamans – is therefore not to find… a synonym (a co-referential representation) 

for the representations that other species employ to indicate the same thing "out there"; 

rather, the objective is to not lose sight of the difference concealed by the deceiving 

homonyms that connect/separate our language from those of other species. (Ibid: 73-74) 

                                                      
69 This is what he means exactly when he states that “the constructed must not be taken to be an anodyne exchange, a 

simple change of signs that leaves the terms of the problem intact.” (2014: 62)   
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Like with “subjects,” the “objects” too, one might say, have their “far side”: every referent 

of a perspective is a differentiating connector to another referent.  The Amazonian notion of 

perspectival difference, hence, does not indicate that differences of perspectives are just incidental 

or contingent matters since, at the end of the day, it is the common thing which they each mean 

that matters.  To the contrary, perspectival difference is what precisely shows that reality is a 

multiplicity of worlds; this is what is evidenced by the very fact that there are many perspectives 

of reality.  Consequently, we have here another way to express what we referred to earlier as the 

“figure-ground reversal” of nature and culture in Amazonian thought: just as, using modern terms, 

“Culture” is the ground for the multiple figures of “Nature,” we are talking here about perspective 

as the ground on which appear the multiple figures of reality.  Introducing the idea of a variable 

ontology for the first time in his Cambridge Lectures, Viveiros de Castro offers us an illuminating 

description of this through the example of kinship.  Let me quote him here at length:  

 

Let us engage in a thought experiment.  Kinship terms are open, relational pointers; they 

belong to that class of nouns that define something in terms of its relations to something 

else (linguists certainly have a name for these words).  Concepts like “fish” or “tree,” on 

the other hand, are proper, self-contained substantives: they are applied to an object by 

virtue of its self-subsisting, autonomous properties.  Now, what seems to be happening in 

Amerindian perspectivism is that substances named by substantives like “fish,” “snake,” 

“hammock” or “canoe” are somehow used as if they were relational pointers, something 

halfway between a noun and a pronoun, a substantive and a deictic.  […]  You are a father 

only because there is another person whose father you are: fatherhood is a relation, while 

fishness is an intrinsic property of fish.  In Amerindian perspectivism, however, something 

would be “fish” only by virtue of someone else whose fish it is.  

But if saying that crickets are the fish of the dead or that mud is the hammock of tapirs 

is like saying that Isabel’s son Michael is my nephew, then there is no “relativism” 

involved.  Isabel is not a mother “for” Michael, from Michael’s “point of view” in the 

usual, relativist-subjectivist sense of the expression: she is the mother of Michael, she’s 

really and objectively Michael’s mother, and I am really Michael’s uncle.  This is a 

genitive, internal relation – my sister is the mother of someone, our cricket the fish of 

someone – not a representational, external connection of the type “X is fish for someone,” 

which implies that X is “represented” as fish, whatever X is “in itself.”  It would be absurd 

to say that, since Michael is the son of Isabel but not mine, then Michael is not a son “for 

me” – for indeed he is, the son of Isabel precisely. 

Now imagine that all Amerindian “substances” were of this sort.  Suppose then that 

just as siblings are those who have the same parents, then conspecifics would be those 

which have the same fish, the same snake, the same hammock and so on.  No wonder, then, 

that animals are so often conceived as affinally related to humans in Amazonia.  Blood is 

to humans as manioc beer to jaguars in exactly the same way as a sister to me is a wife to 

my brother-in-law. (2012: 109-111) 

 

Hence, according to him, we are speaking of “a universe that is a hundred percent relational – one 

in which individual substances or substantial forms are not the ultimate reality.” (Ibid: 111) 

 Like the xapiri images of which Kopenawa speaks in The Falling Sky, each different 

perspective indicates to us what there is to see in the first place, and not simply differing 

descriptions or representations of already seen things.   In “The Crystal Forest” (2007), Viveiros 
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de Castro uses this idea, following Kopenawa’s narrative, of a “non-representational image” to 

characterize this aspect of Amazonian perspectivism: the idea of “representatives” which are not 

representations, “mirrors” that do not so much reproduce a reflected image but, as Kopenawa tells 

us, “shine” so that we can see at all70; mirrors, in other words, that act not as reflectors of visible 

things, but function as the very condition of visibility, in the same way as light itself does.  Our 

eyes, precisely, see only when there is light, so light is not a representation or a reproducer of the 

things we see, but is what forms the basis of our seeing71.  As Viveiros de Castro notes, this is 

much like the notion of an “aniconic symbol” advanced by Alfred Gell in Art and Agency (1998), 

according to which the representative function implied is closer to that of an ambassador, rather 

than that of a picture, even if they are closely linked ideas:  

An ambassador is a spatio-temporally detached fragment of his nation, who travels abroad 

and with whom foreigners can speak, ‘as if’ they were speaking to his national government.  

Although ambassadors are real persons, they are also ‘fictions’, like pictures, and their 

embassies are fictional mini-states within the state; just as pictures show us landscapes and 

personages who are ‘not really there’.  Although the Chinese ambassador in London does 

not look like China… he does have to be visible, and he does visibly represent China on 

official occasions.  He does not look like China, but in London, China looks like him. (1998: 

98) 

 

We can note the immediate and striking resemblance when Kopenawa speaks of the images of 

animals: “Every being of the forest has an utupë image72.  These are the images the shamans call 

and bring down.  These are the images that become xapiri and do their presentation dance for us. 

They are like photographs. But only the shamans can see them.  Ordinary people cannot.  They are 

the real center, the real heart of the animals we hunt.  These images are the real game!  White 

people would say with their words that the animals of the forest we eat are only their 

representatives.” (2013: 60) The xapiri don’t look like animals, but the animals look like them.  

                                                      
70 Cf. Kopenawa (2013): “The surface on which [xapiri] dance looks like glass and shines with a dazzling light. It 

consists of what our elders call mireko or mirexi.  These are precious objects which belong only to them.  They are 

brilliant and transparent but very solid.  White people would say they are mirrors.  But they are not mirrors to look at 

oneself, they are mirrors that shine. Omama placed them above the earth in the beginning of time so the spirits could 

dance on them. […] Since the beginning of time, the entire expanse of the forest has been covered in these mirrors 

and the spirits are constantly busying themselves, playing, dancing, and waging war on them.  It was on these mirrors 

that they came into existence and it is from them that they come down to us. It is also where they lay down our image 

when they make us become shamans.” (63, emphasis added) And in Albert’s footnote, he explains: “Manufactured 

mirrors are called mirena (mire for the western Yanomami) while xapiri’s “mirrors” are called mireko (plur. pë) or 

mirexi (plur. pë).  The word mirexi also refers to the mica-laced sandbanks shining in the waters of mountain streams 

and xi means “light, radiance, emanation.”  Among the western Yanomami, reflections from the first manufactured 

mirrors, acquired in the 1950s, were feared to make people blind and mireri noku refers to a dye that makes the spirits 

shiny. The xapiri’s “mirrors” are therefore principally conceived as surfaces reflecting light and, unlike white people’s 

mirrors, not surfaces reflecting images.” (Ibid: 501, fn 23) 
71 Cf. Viverios de Castro (2007), pp. 20 & 24. 
72 The “essence,” or “body-image,” of a person.  Cf. Kopenawa (2013), pp. 492, fn 16. 
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In this way, we can understand what Viveiros de Castro means when he writes in Cannibal 

Metaphysics: “What perspectivism affirms, when all is said and done, is not so much that animals 

are at bottom like humans but the idea that as humans, they are at bottom something else – they 

are, in the end, the “bottom” itself of something, its other side; they are different from themselves.” 

(2014: 69) Every particular perspective functions as a kind of access-point or an opening to an-

other (human) perspective.  The idea of humanity as a “common denominator” is therefore not so 

much the idea that all differences come to rest in the end in an identical humanity, but rather that 

each human point of view, precisely because of their formal similarity with every other, equally 

diverges from the other in terms of the world they see.   

It can be noted in passing that this is somewhat akin to Einstein’s concept of a curved 

space: it is not that there first exists a flat and empty space and then objects which populate this 

abstract space, but that objects placed in space-time precisely mutually warp each other in such a 

way as to give these objects their gravity.  Thus a “point of view” is none other than the body itself 

(even though this is, of course, a different notion of body), something which has an essential 

relationship to the world it indicates, because it is not just in the world, but is of the world.  

Expressed slightly differently and in the reverse, one could say, the world would be nothing if 

there were no difference in points of view, because different points of view are what make up the 

world as such or provide its “texture.”  “In Amerindian cosmologies,” as Viveiros de Castro 

remarks, “the real world of different species depends on their points of view, for the "world in 

general" consists only of different species, being the abstract space of divergence between them 

as points of view.  For as Deleuze would say, there are not points of view on things, since things 

and beings are themselves points of view.” (Ibid: 90)   

Perspectival difference, then, is something which does not ever disappear or get reduced to 

the “same.”  When “blood” is said to be the “beer” of the jaguar, what we have are not two senses 

for one referent, but instead two references with one meaning.  It remains always this “relational 

multiplicity” which is inherent to things that, by definition, have the form X/Y.  Such is essentially 

the idea of a “variable ontology”:  

 

Each being finds itself separated from itself, and becomes similar to others only through 

both the double subtractive condition common to them all and a strict complementarity that 

obtains between any two of them; for if every mode of existent is human for itself, none of 

them are human to each other such that humanity is reciprocally reflexive (jaguars are 

humans to other jaguars, peccaries see each other as humans, etc.) even while it can never 

be mutual (as soon as the jaguar is human, the peccary ceases to be one and vice versa).  

Such is, in the last analysis, what “soul” means here.  If everything and everyone has a 

soul, nothing and no one coincides with itself.  If everything and everyone can be human, 

then nothing and no one is human in a clear and distinct fashion.  This “background cosmic 

humanity” renders the humanity of form or figure problematic.  The “ground” constantly 

threatens to swallow the figure.” (2014: 70)  
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3 

 

The Melanesian Fold 

 

 

So-called time of being means time is already being; all being is time. […] Self is arrayed as the 

whole world… each point, each thing of this whole world is an individual time.  […]  For this 

reason, there is arousal of minds at the same time, there is arousal of times in the same mind.  […] 

Arraying self, self sees this – such is the principle of self being time.  

 

--- Dōgen, Shōbōgenzō 

 

 

Being or relating, that is the whole question. 

 

--- Michel Serres, The Parasite 

 

 

 

The Image of Thought as a Continuous Sociality 

 

The reality of the Earth having become subject in the Anthropocene and the way it poses to us the 

formidable problem of an equivocal ‘We’ prompts us to think of another example of a human 

sociality which derives its meaning only by virtue of its relations to others.  I am thinking here of 

the range of Melanesian collectives which Marilyn Strathern and Roy Wagner have shown to be 

profoundly guided by the principle of social relations73 as something which exists not only as prior 

to the people they relate but also as a kind of immanent background of the world which is thought 

to manifest as a “flow” between the different beings that inhabit the world which are understood 

as analogues of one another.  As Wagner (1977) describes this in his comparative analysis of 

scientific and Papuan conceptions of the innate: 

    

The innate world of Papuan peoples amounts to a transcendental image or realization of 

man and the conventional social order, one that “flows” more or less spontaneously in the 

world (as “time” and “event” flow for Westerners).  It is immanent in man, other creatures 

and in the cosmos itself, and may not be “created” by human agency, but only tempered, 

constrained and invoked.  It constitutes the thread, or strain of similarity and contiguity 

among all the diverse classes of beings that inhabit the world.  What we are disposed to 

call “humanity” or “social relationship” is for Papuans the very ground of being; it is not a 

distinct property of man, but rather man’s greatest resource. 

                                                      
73 Here again we have to understand that by “social,” I do not mean the “society” we normally refer to as a discrete 

“domain” of reality such as it is understood by Durkheim – a “material thing,” as he called it – but rather as considered 

by Tarde to refer to any link whatsoever which is or can be formed, a principle of connection between beings in 

general.  If for Durkheim society is a “material thing,” for Tarde (2012) on the contrary “everything is a society” – 

political and economic organizations, the biological body and its cells, mineral formations in rocks, and even stellar 

systems.  

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/23358.D_gen
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The differentiated beings that inhabit this world are interrelated as analogous types, as 

various taxa of biology are interrelated.  They are, in other words, both similar to and 

different from one another, the similarities being considered as innate properties or being, 

and the differences being constituted as man’s particular area of concern and responsibility.  

It is by maintaining a precise awareness of these differences, by differentiating himself and 

by differentiating the various beings in an appropriate manner, that man precipitates (or 

from the actor’s viewpoint, invokes) a beneficent relational flow.  Social life is a matter of 

maintaining such a flow between men and women, by cultivating and pursuing discrete 

sexual “lifestyles,” and often a matter of pursuing the implications of age-grading and 

initiatory distinctions as well.  Ritual life is a task of sustaining and renewing the 

differentiations between man and the other sorts of beings that inhabit the cosmos.  The 

flow in the first instance is the thing that we recognize as human sociality, and in the second 

it is fertility, spiritual “power” and the “knowledge” of the diviner of shaman. (1977: 397-

398)  

 

We can note the resonance this bears to the Amazonian notion of a “universal Humanity” 

we have just seen; indeed, as Viveiros de Castro is fond of pointing out, in another work Wagner 

has himself characterized this understanding of the universal social flow as premised on a logic of 

an “immanent humanity74.” We appear thus to be dealing here with another human society, all the 

way, as it were, on the other side of the world, which understands the differentiated range of beings 

populating the cosmos to present themselves anthropomorphically, peoples to be encountered and 

dealt with morally.  Hence in his essay, Wagner puts it that in Papuan thought “the 

anthropomorphic innate is perceived as a flow of human potential across the physical diversity of 

the landscape.  Adjacent space, above, below or laterally distinct from that of man and his gardens, 

is populated by spirit-beings, who are analogous to man but differ from him in bizarre though 

complementary ways.  The discretion and ritual solicitude with which these personified aspects of 

man’s physical surroundings are approached is strongly suggestive of the ecologist’s attitude 

toward organisms other than man, in deference to the needs and qualities of the environment.” 

(Ibid: 398)   

Nonetheless, there is here a basic conceptual difference between the two cosmological 

anthropomorphisms which needs to be pointed out.  If, as we have seen in our previous discussion, 

Amazonian thought (and Amerindian thought more generally) posits the different beings of the 

Earth as being each on their own a discrete form of Human, each possessing their own analogous 

“cultures” in a multinatural reality, Papuan thought (and Melanesian thought more generally) 

posits a humanity which is understood rather to be a type of relational force which is dispersed 

throughout the cosmic space of differentiations, a humanity whose elementary “make-up” is 

distributed amongst various agencies (treated as persons) “outside” itself, and thus requires 

regularized ritual and social acts of (re)differentiation and regeneration in order to sustain itself75.   

                                                      
74 Cf. Wagner, The Invention of Culture (1981), pp. 86-87. 
75 This is what makes it close to the “ecological perspective,” as Wagner points out, even though he is critical of such 

a perspective.  In a sense, he claims, “[w]e have only to substitute ecological terms like “breeding population” for the 

various types of beings, and “ecosystem” or “environment” for the immanent human essence to transform these 

cultures into nicely construed realizations of the ecological perspective.” (Ibid: 405) This is not, however, his interest, 

one reason being that what he calls here the “ethnocentric concept of nature” is retained by the ecological 

understanding of the cosmos.  It remains, in a word, too modern.  
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The cosmology of the Tsembaga Maring76 studied by Rappaport (1968), who Wagner cites, 

exemplifies this point.  Situated high above sea level in the Central Highlands of Papua New 

Guinea, the Tsembaga divide their world into two kinds of spaces – high ground (kamungga) and 

low ground (wora).  Each of these spaces are known to be inhabited by a distinct set of spirit-

beings (rawa), each one embodying a vital and complementary principle of human existence.  The 

rawa mai inhabit the low ground (wora); they are said to be kinim, ‘cold and wet’, and are 

associated with the lower part of the body and with femaleness.  In contrast, the rawa mugi inhabit 

the high ground (kamungga), are said to be romba nda, ‘hot’ and ‘dry’, and are associated with the 

upper part of the body and with maleness.  In the capacities and interests of these two kinds of 

spirit-people, the Tsembaga see the image of the life-process as a whole.  Thus, while matters 

related to fertility, death and illness are attributed to the powers of rawa mai (spirit peoples of the 

low ground), those related to warfare and diplomatic relations with other collectives are attributed 

to the powers of rawa mugi (spirit peoples of the high ground).  The salient point here is that they 

must be appealed to or allied with in order that the life (and death) of human persons as well as 

other animal beings are able to proceed or function at all.  Rawa mai, for example, are known to 

be “spirits of a cycle in which life both terminates in and arises out of death77,” and must through 

ritual means be communicated with in order to control and organize the flow of human existence.  

And similarly, before the ritual sacrifice of pigs, the “pigs” of the rawa mai (eels) and the “pigs” 

of the rawa mugi (marsupials and other “upland” game) must first be sacrificed and prepared as 

“pork” for spirit-people – a practice understood as an “exchange of pigs” (and which we can 

recognize as a “perspectivalism” akin to the Amazonian one) – in order that the sacrifice of the 

pigs for the human ancestors can be undertaken.   

An assimilative logic of social and ritual action can thus be discerned: the background 

“flow” is blocked, redirected and focused in different ways in order to ensure the proper course of 

social existence in the world of differentiated agencies.  Tsembaga men avoid eating “cold and 

wet” foods from the “low ground” so as not to jeopardize the “hot” activity of preparing for battle 

(fighting is not carried out in the rain, since kinim destroys the efficacy of the rawa mugi), just as 

one eats pandanus in order to take spirits of the low-ground into oneself, or donning battle dress 

(ringgi) to take the “red-spirits” (rawa mugi) into one’s head.  “Human ability,” as Wagner puts 

it, “originates as a flow across the boundaries that differentiate the complementary aspects of the 

cosmological whole. […] We might conclude that man himself, in his ideal of “humanness,” 

embodies and expresses the sum total of the relational flow among the complementary beings of 

the world, much as man’s life is realized in temporal-spatial movements between the adjacent 

spaces of wora and kamungga.  The Tsembaga term for this moral totality is nomane, which can 

be used in the sense of “the moral soul” or in that of “tradition.” Humanity is a totality or 

completeness, a relation that is precipitated and evoked by the differentiation of ritual and the 

surrounding world.” (Ibid: 399, emphasis added)  

As Wagner goes on to discuss, like the Tsembaga, the Daribi, another Papua New Guinea 

Highlands people and the subject of Wagner’s own ethnographic research78, think of the world 

also as a relational flow through a fundamental and universal spatial division but, this time, one 

that is not between low and high grounds, but instead between the “relatively eastward or upward 

                                                      
76 A Central Highlands people of Papua New Guinea, made famous by Roy Rappaport’s classic study of ritual and 

ecology Pigs for the Ancestors: Ritual in the Ecology of a New Guinea People (1968). 
77 Cf. Wagner (1977), pp. 398-399.  I am primarily following the account of Wagner here. See also Rappaport (1968), 

pp. 38-41.  
78 Cf. Wagner’s Habu (1972) & Lethal Speech (1978) 
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direction” (Oboba) and the “relatively westward or downward direction,” (Iba) a division which 

also differentiates the living from the dead, a main subject of concern for the Daribi (Ibid: 400)  

The presence of the spirits of the dead among the Tsembaga – what Wagner characterizes as their 

“anthropomorphism of human affliction” since particular ways of dying are understood to 

transform human persons into spiritual persons of certain kinds who remain a part of the human 

collective79 – is a subject of prime concern, but they subordinate it to the wora-kamungga 

distinction.  The Daribi, however, raise this to a supreme principle of cosmological sociality:  

  

Daribi mythology emphasizes a “curse of mortality” through which man came to live in 

his present state.  Elaborate mourning practices and the doings, whims and deprecations of 

ghosts (especially as mirrored in human affliction) are central conceptual and emotional 

foci in Daribi life.  The Daribi pig-feast and the habu ceremonial (“bringing the ghost to 

the house”) are rites of propitiating the izibidi, ghosts of the dead, collectively or 

individually.  In addition, Daribi communities maintain on ongoing communion with 

spirits of the recently departed through the offices of (largely female) spirit mediums and 

sogoyezibi (“tobacco-spirits”), or shamans. (Ibid: 400) 

 

Indeed, in the image of the oboba-iba pair, Daribi see the very movement of life and death 

in the world.  Oboba, the eastward-upward direction, is associated not only with maleness and 

beneficent influences but also life and the source of things; while Iba, the westward-downward 

direction, is associated not only with femaleness and maleficent influences but also death and the 

conclusion of things.  Thus, water is related to the spirits of the dead because it is understood as 

rising in the east and flowing westward and downward to a western lake where the dead are thought 

to dwell.  “Its flow,” Wagner tells us, therefore also “prefigures the course of human mortality, 

and ghosts, who follow the network of streams as their “roads,” are obsessed with a need for it.”  

Likewise, the sun prefigures human mortality in its movement from east to west, and the setting 

of the evening sun associated with “the hour when ghosts are abroad,” in accordance with its 

position in the iba direction.  “The world” for the Daribi, according to Wagner, can in this way be 

seen as “an extensional interval separating the living from the dead.” (Ibid: 400-401) 

But resolved into vertical and lateral spatial axes in social organization, the oboba-iba 

duality also structures, on the one hand, the layout of human dwellings – men’s quarters (bidigibe’) 

are always built either above or east (the oboba direction) of the women’s (aribe’) – and, on the 

other hand, the distribution of spiritual persons proximate to human habitations – the beneficent 

male spirits (buru kawai bidi, “place spirits”) who live on top of trees, in the mountain peaks and 

ridge escarpments, and who are thought to possess lifestyles parallel to that of humans, and 

malevolent female spirits (the to page bid or izara wei, “ground-base people”) who are thought to 

live inside the ground beneath humans.  This spiritual realm, although differentiated from that of 

humans, is not for all that divorced from it.  To the contrary, they are seen as essential to human 

persons in that they “add their complementarity of their particular differentiated status to human 

enterprise: the buru kawai bidi are said to have given human beings a certain kind of mourning 

                                                      
79 As Wagner points out, dead warriors are known to persist as rawa mugi, who as we have seen are associated with 

the high ground and maleness, and those who die of accident or illness are understood to become rawa tukump, “spirits 

of rot,” and thus associated with the low ground and femaleness.  As far as relations between spirit-persons are 

concerned, however, a shamanic “smoke woman” (kun kaze ambra) associated with the “high ground” is known to be 

the main entity mediating their interests for the living, and thus also cross-cuts the distinction between the living and 

the dead. (Ibid: 399) See also Rappaport (1968), pp. 38-39.  



 - 59 - 

lament, and the izara we, encountered in dreams, teach women how to weave net bags.”  (Ibid: 

401) Hence, while the layout of the human village is thought to manifest the lateral flow of human 

complementarity, the vertical dimension of human existence is thought to manifest, analogously, 

the vertical flow of powers between human and spiritual forms of personhood.  

The idea of a dually-differentiated anthropomorphized cosmic space, standing at once as 

the relation of connection and separation between different kinds of persons, can thus be seen to 

be the principal characteristic of Papuan thought.   Wagner himself suggests that the congeries of 

Papuan socialities across Melanesia present themselves in this way as “a veritable kaleidoscope of 

variations of these themes,” the types of dualities we have just seen taking different but comparable 

forms elsewhere – the Anggor people of Sepik, for instance, whose relations with “bush spirits” 

implicates the same logic of analogy between living (human) and dead (spirit) persons; or the 

Kaluli of Mt. Bosavi, studied by Schieffelin (1976), who are perhaps the ones who come closest 

to Amazonian multinaturalism in that they extend the concept of humanity to all beings of the 

cosmos, so that each other being is thought to exist in their own parallel “human” reality mirroring 

that of “human” humans80.  (Ibid: 404) “Over and above their particular cosmologies, rituals and 

forms of mediation,” Wagner writes, “each one of these peoples locates mankind in a world of 

differentiated, though basically analogous, anthropomorphic entities.” 

   

All recognize a kind of immanent human essence as the object and sustaining force of their 

mediation. It is the “moral soul” of the individual, the “tradition” or “sociality” of the 

community, and also the binding force of the cosmos. And it is “tapped,” tempered, and 

constrained in rituals that emphasize the solicitude and concern of the various sets of 

anthropomorphic beings for one another.  In effect, the forms of reciprocal expectation and 

interaction that characterize these human societies are applied in an analogous ritual 

fashion to relations between man and his (anthropomorphized) circumstances.  Thus 

human relationships of all kinds come to be “two-sided” and dialectical, rather than one-

sided,” liner and crudely exploitative.” (Ibid: 404-405) 

 

 

*** 

 

Some precision on the status of the symbolic at this point proves necessary.  If it has seemed in the 

preceding account that we have conflated the human “symbolic dimension” of with the “factuality” 

of the cosmic matter, this is because this is what is exactly at stake here.  Wagner has made much 

of “semiotic” propensities and, in general, undertakes a “symbolic” analysis of Melanesian thought 

because the latter indeed identifies “the cosmic” with “the symbolic.”  Strikingly, as Wagner has 

theorized in The Invention of Culture (1981), in Melanesian thought, what is “conventional” is not 

seen as artificial (as it is for us) but as innate.  Such is one of the major meanings of the 

“anthropomorphic innate”: the innate is “anthropomorphic,” and hence “symbolic,” not because 

human “culture” is understood as capable of extending its “super-natural” rule across the Earth, 

but because the very “nature” of the earth is understood as something which takes the form of a 

dually-differentiated reality whose prime exemplar is the sign81.  It is this form that is shared 

                                                      
80 Danowski & Viveiros de Castro (2017: 64) have also pointed out this intriguing connection. 
81 The contemporary development in the modern West of the discipline of bio-semiotics, whose fundamental principle 

is of life as the action of signs, should be considered highly significant in this regard.  See Hoffmeyer (2008, 1997), 

and Emmeche & Kull (2011).  For a wonderful anthropological elaboration of this bio-semiotic model, see Kohn’s 
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between human and nonhuman beings.  The latter are not things which have to be “rendered” 

meaningful, since they are what embody meaning itself.   

In her classic and groundbreaking article ‘No Nature, No Culture: The Hagen Case’ (which 

still remains rather underappreciated), Strathern points out that the main issue in the comparison 

between Modern and Melanesian world centers therefore on the stark contrast between the 

understanding of human conventions.  For with regard to the latter, the relation between innate and 

the artificial is reversed: what we call “symbolic oppositions” such as the Hagen mbo-romi 

(domestic-wild) opposition are not the artifice of subjective meaning applied to the innate and 

objective world, but are instead “treated as an attribute of the given world.  It is affirmed or 

discovered, but not made, in contrast to our constantly ‘making’ culture and in so doing re-making 

the relationship between culture and nature.” (1980: 190) “Hageners, who take the relationship 

between the symbols mbo (domestic) and romi (wild) and what they stand for as axiomatic, do not 

imagine that the one can be collapsed into the other.” (Ibid: 190-191, emphasis added) “Symbolic 

oppositions” are salient components of human actions and modes of thought in human sociality, 

then, because they are first of all material constituents of the anthropomorphic background of 

similarity which we have been discussing.  In this way, precisely, we do not start out with a 

separation between human activity and the world, between “thought” and “being” but with an 

identity between the two, with their primordial social, and hence universal, similarity.  

In Wagner’s own terms, we are dealing essentially with two different regimes of organizing 

the relation between what is innate and what is artificial (corresponding to “nature” and “culture” 

respectively)82. The first (Melanesian), he claims, can be defined by its propensity to 

                                                      
How Forests Think (2013).  The grand precursor of this mode of thought is of course Gregory Bateson.  See his Steps 

to an Ecology of Mind (1972). 
82 Explaining this in semiotic terms, Wagner (1977) distinguishes two forms of symbolization: literal and figurative.  

Literal symbolizations, he says, are “indexic”; they point to something else; they involve “the combination of symbolic 

elements (as we combine words to make a sentence) into a total relational pattern, a “representation,” that stands in a 

homologous and literal representational relationship to some “represented” context.”  (390)  Essentially, these are 

“mere symbols, arbitrary or heuristic expressions that stand for referents other than themselves.” (392) We normally 

think of “symbols” in this way.  Figurative symbolizations, on the other hand, are “iconic” or “metaphorical”; they 

involve “the contrasting of symbolic elements (as we contrast the sounds or images of words…) as discrete entities, 

that combine or unite with their context but stand in a metaphorical or analogous relationship to one another.” (390)  

Such is the case with the idea of speciation: we understand Homo erectus and Homo sapiens as distinct from one 

another but nonetheless as belonging to the same genus Homo in the class of which they are seen as analogues or 

versions of one another.  Essentially, figurative symbolizations “correspond to things that we do not normally think 

of as symbols but rather perceive as pure phenomena – like individual persons, incidents, unique objects, and so forth.”  

They are “self-contained: they stand for themselves.” (392) He goes on to suggest that whereas the use of literal 

symbolizations or constructions are generally conventionally oriented (they articulate and reflect the established 

conventions of a certain society), the use of figurative ones are generally non-conventionally oriented (they tend to 

displace or modify established conventions): they “pre-empt the representational facility and become self-

representing. They “differentiate,” as it were, in the most rigorous sense possible, by embodying the discreteness of 

individual differentiae as against conventional denomination.” (391)  Further, he claims, “a literal construction will 

always impose a boundary or contrast between itself (as “representor”) and its context (as “represented”), whereas a 

figurative construction will assimilate its context.” (391)  For Wagner, these two modes of symbolization can be 

thought to be essential to the construction of any human society; they demonstrate or exemplify how different human 

societies define the boundaries between what is innate and what is artificial, between what is given and the meaning 

of human action relative to it.  As he writes: “The conventions of a culture, a people, a tradition or a discipline are 

always articulated literally; they build a consistent, collective ordering of things and define a set of shared associations 

by which this ordering becomes the meaningful center of a common endeavor.  As construction, however, they also 

draw a sharp distinction between the ordering they represent and its figurative complement.  Thus the literal 

component of semiotic construction always separates itself off from the figurative, and this distinction maintains the 
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“differentiate,” to divide up what is primordially similar, and the second (Modern), in contrast, by 

its propensity to “collectivize,” to make equivalent what is primordially different.  Here is Wagner 

from The Invention of Culture: 

 

Whether we call it time, growth, invention, personality, or, in the shorthand of modern 

mass culture, “change,” we precipitate the incidental and the inventive (or evolutionary) 

aspect of things as our great motivating mystery.  Consciously and purposefully we “do” 

the distinction between what is innate and what is artificial by articulating the controls of 

a conventional, collective Culture.  But what of those peoples who conventionally “do” the 

particular and the incidental, whose lives seem to be a kind of continual improvisation? 

[…]  By making invention, and hence time, growth, and change a part of their deliberate 

“doing,” they precipitate something analogous to our Culture, but do not and cannot 

conceive of it as Culture.  It is not artifice, but the universe.  The conventional, be it 

grammar, kin relations, social order (“norm” and “rule”), is for them an innate, motivating, 

and “creeping” (thus unaccountable) distinction between what is innate and what is 

artificial.  This “knowledge,” as we call it, cannot be for them a subject of “learning” and 

discussion in our conventional sense; rather it partakes of the immanent essence of all 

things, accessible only to the greatest seers and shamans, and compelled and precipitated 

as a brilliant flash of insight in the course of divination, religious inspiration, and 

introspection. (1981: 86-87)  

 

And he continues:  

 

A phenomenal world manifesting an implicit human social and conventional order is an 

anthropomorphic one.  Behind every phenomenal event, be it part of human sociality or of 

the surrounding living and nonliving environment, lurks the enigmatic possibility of an 

anthropomorphic or sociomorphic explanation.  There is a conventional certainty, in other 

words, that the ultimate causality of things is constituted in terms of one's particular (and 

necessarily innate) conventional order.  The conceptions themselves may be explicit, such 

as named deities considered “forces” or predispositions of the universe, or a “creation” like 

the mythically potent landscape of the Australian aborigines; or they may be diffuse, like 

the Daribi notion that the movements of the sun and the water prefigure the course of 

human mortality.  Again, the anthropomorphism may take on a different form and a 

different significance under the impress of various ceremonial, mythological, and 

divinatory procedures for compelling and discovering the innate.  But whatever the form 

his machinations give it, this immanent humanity presents man with the continual urgency 

of controlling, compelling, and ascertaining its nature.  As the “order” of things and of 

people, it is not “power” in the sense of our natural world… but rather the key to power, 

the knowledge that bestows power and that power can help one to win. (Ibid: 87) 

 

                                                      
separation of the two components.  Anthropologists have taught us to call the shared, conventional ordering that 

pertains to a people their culture, and I… add that the conventional separation entailed by a culture provides the 

essence of its semiotic orientation, or world view.  It provides, in other words, the determination of which semiotic 

component is to be conventionally understood as the province of human action and intention, and therefore also which 

is to be considered conventionally regarded as innate. To be sure, there are only two alternatives here, but they are 

alternatives that divide the whole world of human thought and action between them.” (393, emphasis added) 
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Again, we note a striking resemblance to Amazonian metaphysics in the inversion here of 

the modern schematic frame of nature and culture, where “culture” is in a large sense the universal 

background of existence and “nature” the foreground of human differences.  But what is distinctive 

here is also the idea of “nature” as requiring its repeated particularization83 from the universal 

background of “culture.”  Practically speaking, as Wagner suggests, since “nature” is what is 

conventional, social acts are best understood as improvisational interventions on the given.  And 

so, if the moderns can be thought as a people who are “constantly trying to predict, rationalize, 

and order” the universe through their cultural controls, Melanesians like the Daribi, the Tsembaga, 

or the Hageners, can be thought of as peoples who instead “create their universe of innate 

convention by constantly trying to change, readjust, and impinge upon it… to "knock the 

conventional off balance," and so make themselves powerful and unique in relation to it.” (Ibid: 

87-88, emphases added)  

This, then, is exactly what Wagner means by the “invention of culture”: a set of socially 

differentiating procedures introduced into the given flow of natural conventions through which the 

latter is transformed and given a new specification, and not the idea of an “invented tradition” 

advanced by Hobsbawm and Rangers (1983) according to whom cultural traditions are merely 

arbitrary “inventions” and hence just another “social construction84.”  “The conventionally 

prescribed tasks of everyday life,” as Wagner goes on to say, “what one “should” do in such a 

society, are guided by a vast, continually changing and constantly augmented set of differentiating 

controls, all held together and “cued in” by the conventional “society” that their use precipitates.  

These include all manner of kin and productive roles, magical and practical techniques, possible 

modes of conduct for personal deportment. […] They are not Culture, they are not intended to be 

“performed” or followed as a “code,” but rather used as the basis of inventive improvisation. […] 

The person who is able to do this well – even to the point of inventing wholly new controls – is 

admired and often emulated.  The controls are themes to be “played upon” and varied, rather in 

the way that jazz lives in a constant improvisation of its subject matter85.” (Ibid: 88) As inventions, 

therefore, Melanesian social actions must be construed as things not so much “done upon” the 

world as they spring up from within it, so the scope of human actions – “symbolic” or otherwise – 

is literally the action of the world itself, but in the shape of its transformation or self-extension –

its self-creation, one might say.  Social life is the differentiator of natural conventions. 

 

But all this already implies first of all a certain virtuality of social being.  Indeed, the idea 

of the social relation as prior to the people they relate, an idea made famous by Strathern (1988), 

itself alludes to this itself.  In his essay on the discoverability of “social groups” in the New Guinea 

Highlands86, Wagner (1974) showed us how the very existence of human groupings in Melanesia 

can be understood to be itself an effect of a (semiotic) practice he calls “elicitation.”  Using the 

                                                      
83 This particularization is in a sense already so to speak “taken care of” for beings in Amazonian metaphysics by their 

“post-mythic speciation” by which they have come to exist as the discrete entities or bodies that they currently are.  
84 This is an observation made by Holbraad and Pedersen (2017), pp. 82.  
85 Strathern comments of this in ‘No Nature, No Culture’ as follows: “The Daribi contrast between what is innate and 

what is artificial holds a different position to processes of particularizing and collectivizing from its place in western 

culture.  Thus the collective conventions of Daribi social life are regarded as given components of humanity and the 

universe, in respect of which individuals improvise, differentiating and particularizing themselves, whereas ‘we’ stress 

collectivizing controls which constantly have to work on individuating, innate motivation.  For Daribi, there is no 

‘culture’ in the sense of artefacts and rules which represents a summation of individual effort; no ‘nature’ on which 

these are brought to bear.  Much the same can be said for Hagen.”  (1980: 190)  
86 Wagner (1974), ‘Are There Social Groups in the New Guinea Highlands?’. 
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example of the Daribi, he describes the apparently elusive nature of the indigenous social form, a 

human collective in which the idea of “groups” – in the sense we have of them as bounded 

organizations such as political associations, corporations, and the like – are strikingly absent.  This 

is not so much because the people lack the idea of organization but because their mode of 

identification makes something else altogether the primary feature of social existence87.  Rather 

than first identifying the beings which can be related to one another, Daribi set their intellectual 

store on the differentiating functions by which beings can be made to appear to each other.   

Take the matter of color, for instance.  When asked about a set of colored objects, Wagner 

tells us, Daribi persons will examine first the specific or potential configuration of elemental forms 

which are being presented to them: “When shown a dark brown, green, or blue object, the Daribi 

will identify it as huzhuku [‘dark’]; when shown something that we would call red, scarlet crimson, 

or even light brown, they will call it mama’ [‘light’]…And yet in speaking of the fruit of the 

pandanus tree, most varieties of which are scarlet to dull rose, though one is mustard yellow, they 

will refer to the former as huzhuku and the latter as mama’.” (1974: 107-108) The Daribi evince, 

in this way, that the contrastive qualities of the colors, their manifest darkness relative to lightness, 

are what have priority.  “Green” or “Red” are not thought of as identifiable colors by themselves 

but only when put into relation to what can be distinguished from them.  Thus, it is not so much 

the content of specific things – the “inherent substance” of Aristotle – which draws the intellectual 

attention but the distinctions by which they can be organized as analogues of one another.    

Now, what is of interest is that it is this same logic of differentiation which is applied to 

the human collective.  Describing his encounters with Daribi persons, Wagner observes that the 

“broadest” or “least specific” terms (sometimes to the point of sheer vagueness88) are routinely 

employed by people to describe the substantial nature of things, even what we assume to be the 

prime identifiers of the self – the place where one lives, one’s genealogical background, or even 

the family or “house” [be’]89 to which one belongs.  Again, this is not because the Daribi have no 

concepts of families or kinship networks but because their conceptual attention is rather focused 

on the specific relations between human collectives instead of what they are on their own.  Indeed, 

as Wagner explains, in following the trail of their significations, we soon discover that the Daribi 

terms of “self-description” are themselves artefacts of broader logic of differentiation which they 

apply to the whole range of their activities: 

  

General terms like “house people” and specific ones like Weriai, Kurube, and Noru are 

part of an extensive and ever expanding means that Daribi use to make social distinctions. 

The latter are called bidi wai’, ‘man-ancestors’, and are characteristically based on the 

                                                      
87 His interest, as he states, is to ascertain the mode by which people create themselves socially, which is not a question 

of what the indigenous view is on society, but rather of what the social is for the indigenous: “What are the “facts” as 

the native make them? Do they have a “problem of society” and a systematic solution, or are their problems conceived 

in a totally different way, which relates only indirectly to social grouping?  Can we learn to understand or simulate 

their creation of social “facts” without making them pawns in a game of our own?” (Ibid: 104, emphasis added)  
88 Wagner relates his encounter, for example, with a certain elderly Daribi man named Buruhwa who, when asked 

who his “house-people” are, hesitated, muttering to himself “my house people….,” and then claimed he was born at 

some place named “Awa Page” while gesturing off vaguely to the southwest direction, “among some people he calls 

“Noru,” but then went on to live with the “Weriai” (who he subsequently qualifies as actually the “Kurube”) at some 

place named “Waramaru.”  And as if it were just as essential to his genealogy, he goes on to report that his sister was 

married at a place named “Peria,” a mile away from the site where Wagner encountered him, and that he moved to the 

current location, “Baniabo,” in order to be near her. (1974: 105) 
89 The term be’ bidi “house people,” is used to name one’s belonging to a certain community or genealogical “line,” 

which is often that of one’s husband or paternal relatives. Cf. Wagner (1974: 116).   
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names of genealogical ancestors… “Kurube” was developed from Kuru, said to be another 

name of the man called “Weriai”… Mama’ Di’be and Huzhuku Di’be (“light” and “dark” 

Di’be, respectively) distinguish the Di’be people who live near the “light” river from those 

who live beneath the “dark” mountain.” […] 

The terms are names, rather than the things named.  They differentiate, saying “these 

are of the river, those are of the mountains,” or “These are the issue of Weriai, those of the 

Daie,” and they are significant not because of the way they describe something, but because 

of the way in which they contrast it with others. […] Thus although Weriai means “blinded” 

in Daribi and Daie means “to be thoroughly cooked,” neither is intended literally, they are 

just names and in this capacity the content of one differentiates as effectively as that of the 

other.  

As names used to draw distinctions, these terms are flexible.  “Para,” for example, is a 

contraction of pariga (“ribcage”) and is sometimes used as a nickname for laziness (“He is 

called ‘ribs’ because he lies on his ribs all day”).  Whether for this reason or some other, 

the name became associated with a man alleged to be the originator of a great many lines 

of paternal substance, a common bidi wai’.  The name may be used to distinguish all of 

these lines from other complexes like Noru or Di’be, to distinguish some of them from 

parts of the latter (at Waramaru, Weriai called the Sogo people “Noru”), or to distinguish 

some of the Para lines from others.  Those who call themselves Sizi, Warai, Ogwanoma, 

or Siabe are often referred to as “Para” in contradistinction to Weriai, for instance, or Daie, 

although the latter are otherwise just as much Para as they are. (Ibid: 106-107)   

 

Such contrasts and distinctions are what the people employ in order, as it were, to bring 

out from the background what we call “the social context,” but which is rather, for them, a form 

which has to be particularized from a more general condition of being, something that does not 

preexist the acts of differentiation which account for its constitution as “a social unit.”  “Drawing 

boundaries by creating contrasts,” Wagner puts it, “has the effect of eliciting groups as a sort of 

general context of one’s expression, alluding to them indirectly rather than consciously organizing 

or participating in them.”  Thus, he continues: “The things we imagine to be “groups” take on a 

continuous and almost invisible quality, like our notion of “time,” which we likewise try to elicit 

and compel by the arbitrary contrasts and distinctions of our clocks and calendars.”   (Ibid: 108) 

This can even be seen, he suggests, in such seemingly “irrational” acts as wild emotional outbursts:  

angry Daribi men are often witnessed shouting at others around them, deliberately taking their 

expression of rage to the limit, in order to provoke a response from the larger collective that thus 

realizes it.  But these are merely the outlines of the basic “mode of creativity” defining Daribi life, 

whose most serious aspect, he tells us, can be seen in the indigenous systems of “wealth exchange.”  

The pervasive employment, long noted by anthropologists of Melanesia90, of the sexually 

dimorphic traits of the human body as an image of social and moral associations among peoples 

can, according to Wagner, be understood to also be brought about by the practice of “elicitation.”  

Hence, the male-female opposition, he shows, is emphasized by the Daribi in order, not to confirm 

                                                      
90 Of the Paiela in the New Guinea Highlands, for instance, Biersack (1984) has written: “Paiela use a very simple 

discursive device for talking about diversity and variability.  They employ a physical difference, one that patently 

characterizes the species as a type of organisms, sexual dimorphism, to signify a polarity that is thought to characterize 

the species as a type of social and moral being.”  “Gender,” she continues, “…is the reflexive language that a 

community of speakers adopt to formulate that determinate range of variation it believes itself to exemplify.” (134) 
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their supposedly innate “identities,” but to draw from out of them the very motor scheme91 of the 

(re)productive exchange of social “groups” and all its subsidiary products.  “Female work” is not 

construed as the work of “a female” but as rather a specific type of capacity92 which in principle 

exists only in contrast to the equally specific type of capacity manifested by “male work,” both of 

which are regarded as complementary aspects essential to the very life of the collective.  Wagner 

explains at length: 

 

Women are valued for their productive and reproductive capacities, the ability to do female 

work and bear children, a creativity to which men respond by taking control of it.  Control 

is achieved by negotiating “exchanges” of women (as well as their progeny, their 

“products”) in return for products and implements of male creativity – the axes used in 

gardening, meat (including pigs) which is believed to augment spermatic fluid, and pearl-

shells that create the assertive male image.  Such exchanges actually constitute a 

“substitution” of male creativity for its female counterpart. 

Every legitimate acquisition of a women and, since all human beings are born of female 

creativity, every acquisition of a person must come about through this kind of exchange.  

Accordingly, every Daribi has pagebidi (“people at the base”) who are entitled to receive 

male wealth in exchange for his custody or affiliation.  Pagebidi include the brothers and 

other close kin of a woman and the close maternal kin of a male or unmarried girl.  All 

people must be “paid for” in this way, and every act of exchange draws a contrast between 

male and female. 

 Thus every exchange in which a woman or child is “acquired” by a man amounts to an 

act of differentiation, a separation of wife from kin or of child (and sometimes adolescent) 

from maternal kin, effected through a giving of male wealth.  And just as every one has 

pagebidi, who must be compensated in this way, so everyone also has be’bidi (“house 

people”), centering on the husband or paternal relatives, who do the compensating.  This 

distinction, plus the differentiating exchange through which it is made, is in itself the most 

important consideration in Daribi social life.  In an important sense it is Daribi social life, 

for its consequences and implications are respected regardless of other factors and 

circumstances. Be’ bidi must always be kept distinct from pagebidi, so that even if closely 

related people decided to marry (as they sometimes do), their relatives – even if they all 

live in the same house (as they sometimes do) – would have to subdivide into these two 

categories for the occasion.  Moreover, in this or any other instance, the be’bidi are 

absolutely forbidden to share any of the meat given by the latter to the others.  

Daribi themselves say that they marry the sisters and daughters of those to whom they 

“give” meat, and may not marry among those with whom they “eat” (or “share”) meat.  

Thus the explicit distinction drawn in any exchange is one between those whose share meat 

or other wealth and those who exchange meat and wealth.  Every such act and distinction 

draws a boundary.  But since the distinction itself occupies the central focus, this boundary 

is actually more significant than the things it differentiates.  It may, for instance, come to 

pass that some people who have formerly identified with each other now want to 

intermarry; this will be condoned, though it may be inconsistent with earlier relationships, 

provided that a suitable and clear-cut differentiation is made among them. (Ibid: 108-111) 

 

                                                      
91 In the precise sense given to this term by Bergson (1991). See also Morris (2000). 
92 Indeed, this capacity or social action is what is gendered, as Strathern demonstrated in The Gender of the Gift (1988).  
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In this way, we can return to the theme raised earlier of the creative function of socio-

cosmic differentiation.  Here, we see in a very striking way, not only how the act of differentiating 

“base people” (pagebidi) from “house-people” (be’bidi) functions as the connector of discrete 

social units, but more crucially how these units are also categories to be actualized in each cycle 

of exchange.  Wagner states that “base people” (pagebidi) and “house-people” (be’bidi) –  the two 

faces, so to speak, the Daribi social collective – are always the referents which, although central, 

are “left implicit” in systematic deployment of the divisions by which they come about as separated 

“social units.”  It is in this exact manner, he proffers, that “just as names may be said to “elicit” 

social collectivities in the act of distinguishing them, so the exchanges that allocate rights to a 

woman or child can be seen to elicit specific instances of be’bidi and pagebidi.”  (Ibid: 111) And 

we note the particular logic of immanence in Daribi kinship when Wagner goes on to observe that:  

 

By virtue of the restrictions that must accompany such exchanges, every exchange will 

create its own social circumstances in this way.  Even though one does not “start out” with 

groups… one always ends up with specific bunches of people as be’bidi and pagebidi.  It 

is an “automatic society,” one that suddenly appears in concrete form wherever the right 

distinctions are made.  What we might want to call the “permanent sociality” exists as an 

associational context flowing from one such ad hoc occasion to another. […] Nodes of 

people appear, in varying degrees of informal inclusiveness which I have termed zibi, clan, 

and community, based on the overlapping of sharing restrictions.” (Ibid, emphases added)  

 

The issue at hand here is not just that beings are continually differentiated but that the 

differentiations themselves are what count for being.  Exchange becomes necessary for social 

(re)production because the social units themselves are the “things” that are to be (re)produced.  

“They are human sociality and relationship without inherent distinctions,” Wagner concludes, “and 

this is why people have to make the distinctions themselves… in the act of making the distinctions 

they also elicit the sociality.  In this respect they are the opposite of our Western forms, where 

people make the groups through deliberate participation and thereby elicit the “class” and 

“national” distinctions.”  For the Daribi: “Sociality is a “becoming”… and its elicitation resembles 

the concept of “deficit spending”; people draw boundaries, compel, and elicit, and the relationships 

take care of themselves.” (Ibid: 112)  

What Wagner gives us here, I would myself proffer, is a powerful image of a human 

collective as a virtual humanity, one that is so to speak “made flesh” by conscious acts of 

particularizing the social relations which encompass it, by a continual invention of its “nature,” 

given that the category of the Human is never a predefined species with its aptitudes and capacities 

already thereby determined, but rather something always to be specified – an idea which seems to 

conjure up, as its contrastive other, the image of our own virtualized humanity on the “new 

territory” of the Anthropocene, whose scope and dimension appears similarly as absolutely 

decisive yet radically indeterminate.   

 

 

Environments Inside Out 

 

What, then, might this idea of an “immanent human essence” indicate about the way Melanesians 

think about “the environment”?  If, as we have suggested in the beginning, the problem of the 

Anthropocene can be understood to be the problem of “the outside” for the modern subject, the 
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outside of the subject (‘the world’) which has itself become Subject93, then how might this problem 

appear to a people for whom people themselves are thought to appear from the extensional and 

intensional background of the cosmos?  I am not playing with words.  We do indeed have to enter 

into a kind of palindromic reality in order to grasp the nature of “our” situation if it is also that of 

a question of the Other.   

In the preceding discussion, we have seen that Melanesian social acts of differentiation are 

introduced as inventions in a cosmic “flow” at once separating and linking the various beings of 

the world standing as analogues of one another.  But the further point, which has been alluded to 

all along, is that there is a kind of geometric consequence to this.  Like the “pleats of matter” of 

which Leibniz spoke94, people and their “environments” must be thought not only to co-appear 

but to do so in a particular and definite formation since, as we have seen, the a priori separation 

between “thought” and “world” (or “subjects” and “objects”) logically annulled by the idea of 

symbolic conventions as part of the world’s material essence also entails a certain shape of the 

relational world thus introduced.  Indeed, as we will see, the whole question of the inside and the 

outside itself can very well be said to the Melanesian question of being par excellence.  

 

In order to show this, let us begin with the example of a so-called “cultural landscape.”  I 

refer to the Bush Mekeo by the Biaru River in lowlands Papua New Guinea as described by Mark 

Mosko.  In Quadripartite Structures (1985), Mosko provides us with a wonderful illustration of 

the structural layout of the Mekeo village95, and a captivating description of the way in which the 

practice of everyday life amongst the Mekeo is modeled after the conception they have of their 

“environment.”  Imagine a small village built in a clearing in the midst of a vast expanse of dense 

forest.  It is geometrically organized.  Around a rectangular plaza in the center of the village stand 

the dwellings of the clan chiefs located on each end of its widths, and built in neat parallel rows 

along its lengths are the regular domestic dwellings, platforms, and other structures.  The plaza in 

the center is itself absent of permanent features.  At the periphery of the village is a well-defined 

croton hedge that serves as a boundary separating it from the bush beyond.  From the bush, the 

Mekeo procure an array of material and mineral resources which are daily brought back into the 

village for use and consumption, and the wastes thereof are later deposited back into the bush.  As 

Mosko tells us, these two places, the “bush” (ango aonga) and the “village” (paunga), are 

understood by the Mekeo to be distinct zones of existence, each populated by particular kinds of 

beings and characterized by specific agencies.  Like the “low” and “high” ground of the Tsembaga, 

they are also considered to be the paradigmatic structure of the world as such.  The “village,” 

expectedly, is categorized as the place of humans, domesticated plants and animals, and material 

tools and artifacts – or simply, the place of paunga aunga, “village beings”; while the “bush” is 

categorized as the place of wild plants and animals, material and mineral resources, but also that 

of spirit beings and dreaded human sorcerers – or simply, the place of ango aonga aunga, “bush 

beings96.”   

Curiously, however, the difference between the bush and the village is also drawn by the 

Mekeo within each side of the difference so that, one could say, the “external” difference between 

                                                      
93 Meillasoux (2008), of course, has raised this problem in his own way as the Reality of the “Great Outdoors,” except 

not as Subject, but as it were the Radical Object, inanimate and absolute, and hence without need for any “subjective 

meaning.”   Needless to say, this is not the realism which I am following or proposing here.  
94 Cf. Deleuze (1993) 
95 Sadly, due to lack of permission I cannot reproduce the image here and must describe it instead. 
96 Cf. Mosko (1985), pp. 22. 
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the two is “internally” replicated in both.  If the croton hedge located at the periphery of the village 

separates it from the bush, it also relates them by subdividing, on the one hand, the village into 

center (plaza) and periphery (dwellings), and on the other hand, the bush into remote bush and 

adjacent bush.  “Bush” and “village,” consequently, appear to mirror one another analogously.  

This bisected structure of the village is not just the materialization of an architectural imagination 

but also a practical schema that determines the pattern of everyday life.  Daily, we are told, a 

variety of things are transferred between village and bush and this takes the form of two opposite 

movements: “resources” or “produce” always move in one direction, while “wastes” move in 

another.  So, when food and other resources are obtained from the remote bush and brought into 

the village, they are taken, not to the center, but to the periphery of the village where they are 

processed and then consumed in the evening.  In the morning, when the villagers awake, as a 

matter of rule they each make their way to the bush outside the village to empty their abdomens, 

not in remote bush, but in the adjacent bush just over the fence.  Returning to the village 

subsequently, they immediately clean up the waste generated from the previous evening, and 

sweep it into the central plaza where it is slowly gathered in a pile before being taken to the edge 

of the village and tossed over the croton hedge in the same area where the villagers deposited their 

abdominal wastes.  It would thus appear as though after clearing out their abdomen, the villagers 

are also clearing out the abdomen of the village.  Indeed, the name for the central plaza is in fact 

this: paunga inaenga, “village abdomen97.”  How do we understand this?   

Mosko clues us in at the beginning of his analysis in telling us that a particular relational 

logic between what is considered “inside” and what is considered “outside” pertains to the way 

the whole round of this daily affair of transferring produce and waste between bush and village is 

structured.  What is striking is that Mekeo consider their human village not to be an inside space, 

but an outside space.  But the outside of what?  The forest itself, which, correlatively, is considered 

to be the inside space.  Things then are not quite as they seem.  The commonsensical (i.e. modern 

Euro-American) notion of the home or dwelling as a space one in-habits appears here to be 

subverted.  For the Mekeo, a person travelling from the village to the bush is thought of as “going 

inside” (isa ekoko), while a person travelling from bush to village is thought of as “going outside” 

(isa ebualai).  So it follows that when a new village is built, it is spoken of as something that is 

“cleared out” of the bush and turned into “the land outside” (ango afangai)98.  In this way, we 

could think of the Mekeo village as being fundamentally defined as such by adoption the viewpoint 

of the bush99.  This raises the question: is the “abdomen” of the village, then, an “inside” or an 

“outside” space?  Let us consider the daily routine again.   

We have said that after cleaning out their own abdomens in the morning, Mekeo persons 

proceed to clean out the abdomen of the village.  The plaza (‘abdomen’) is clearly within the 

village, and when the villagers sweep the wastes into it, they also describe it as “going inside” (isa 

ekoko)100.  But we now know that the bush is what is “inside” and that the village is “outside,” and 

                                                      
97 Cf. Mosko (1985), pp. 24-25. I am also drawing on Strathern’s wonderful analysis of this in ‘Environments Within: 

An Ethnographic Commentary on Scale’ (2000), pp. 54-55. 
98 Cf. Mosko (1985), pp 22-23. We can see here, incidentally, how certain anthropologists – Weiner (1995), for 

instance – can be inclined towards a Heideggerian reading of Melanesian ethnographic materials, though this is not 

our interest here. 
99 In a similar way as it is for the Usen Barok of New Ireland, described by Wagner (1986a: 85), whose word for 

“clan,” bung marapun, is derived from the idea of their being overseen by its avian counterpart, the pun or sek bird.  

Bung means something like “gathering” or “aggregate,” and mara means something like “eye,” “vital core” or 

“epitome,” so bung marapun is literally “the gathering seen by the eye of the pun/sek bird.”     
100 Mosko (1985), pp. 27. 
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if we remember that the external difference between bush and village is also replicated internally, 

we see that what is inside also contains outside features, and correspondingly what is outside also 

contains inside features.  Hence Mosko writes: “By virtue of the daily transfers of objects between 

village and bush, outside and inside domains are bisected by a reversal or inversion of each, such 

that the outside village has its own inside place (i.e. an inverted outside) and the inside bush has 

its own outside (i.e. an everted inside).” (1985: 25) 

The “abdomen,” then, is in our modern terms, the outside of the inside.  The inmost part of 

the inside is also that which is most radically outside.  The center, we could say, has its origins 

elsewhere.  In this way, Mosko remarks: “It is as if the village were topographically inverted, 

turned or pushed within itself, separating and distinguishing the abdomen from the rest of the 

village around it.  Villagers may sweep their rubbish into the abdomen, but for all that it is still 

outside, that is occupying village space and not that of the bush.”  (Ibid: 27) He continues: 

 

Designating the village abdomen as inside may appear at first paradoxical.  However, the 

rule that enjoins excretion directly into the bush suggests that the abdomen of a human 

being is homologously conceived as inside the body insofar as it is an inversion of the 

space outside the body.  If other nonbodily rubbish and wastes must be swept into the 

village abdomen before final deposition in the bush (I frequently wondered while in the 

field), why do villagers not also deposit and collect their own bodily excreta on the village 

abdomen and thereby integrate more closely both processes of waste removal?  The 

answer, I think, is that faeces and urine collected in the abdominal cavity are already 

outside the body.  By emptying their abdomens directly in the bush, bodily wastes move 

from outside to inside homologous with the transfer of nonbodily wastes from village to 

bush. (27, emphasis in original)   

 

Strathern’s own remarks on this are striking.  Following the Mekeo idea of the human body 

and the village as outside themselves, she claims that we could very well explain the relation 

between bush and village in terms of persons and their social relations: 

  

Imagine the bush as the closed territory of the tribe, an endogamous unit composed of 

people who are all related to one another; internal divisions within the tribe (into clans) 

means that people are also by virtue of clan affiliation rendered different from one another.  

Members of at least two clans live in each village, which is in this sense socially 

heterogeneous.  Moreover, each village full of people is open to people from elsewhere 

with whom they have dealings and traffic of various kinds.  As a place where people meet 

with, entertain, and visit others, then, the village is in social terms a microcosm of a 

heterogeneous “outside” world.  Think now of the alimentary tract through the body as 

taking in food from the outside, as Euro-Americans would say, and returning it there, as 

though those inner chambers were exposed to the outside.  Turn this imagery inside out, 

and think instead of food coming from the tribal territory as coming from a socially 

homogeneous, inside, place, and being brought outside into the socially heterogeneous 

village before being returned as waste to the inside bush.  When Mekeo refer to the central 

plaza as the village’s abdomen, they are envisaging this plaza as an “inside” place 

homologous to the territory beyond the village.  A qualification is that since the village as 

a whole is an “outside” place, the center (the “abdomen”) has to be the outside’s inside. 

And if the village abdomen is an inversion of (village) “outside” space, the area over the 



 - 70 - 

fence is correspondingly an eversion of (bush) “inside” space.  So the bush immediately 

adjacent to the village is distinguished from the more remote as a kind of everted region 

(“everted inside”).  The relationship between inside and outside presents each as a version 

of the other. (2000:56) 

 

It is not a matter here of a mere “mixing” or “hybridity” of inside and outside spaces but 

rather the definite configuration of the logic of a particular continuity between the inside and the 

outside which mathematicians will no doubt recognize as a topological fold or something like a 

Möbius strip.  This is perhaps why the exact location of “the environment” has seemed to be 

something of a conundrum for the countless hapless Western anthropologists of times past: it is 

not a “domain” interacting with human life from an external place, but a fold of a single surface 

linking the bush to the village.  If the “external environment” appears to have been drawn into the 

orbit of people’s practices in the Mekeo village, this is not so much because the people have (as 

we often like to imagine) “internalized” their “social context” but precisely because they are “the 

environment” in a different form, the environment folded back on itself, and it would be more 

accurate hence to say that they “externalize” in their social practices what is already within101.  

Mosko, indeed, goes on to show in Quadripartite Structures that, like the village, the conception 

of the stomach, of pregnancy, and of the mother’s womb are all similarly thought of as “inverted 

outsides102,” and are construed as occurrences that bring to the outside the “environment within”.   

 

Now, in order to make this idea of the externalization of internal “environments” 

intelligible, we have to look at another apparently unrelated ethnographic example.  We can 

already see that in order for “the environment” to become visible in Melanesia, it is necessary that 

we start speaking not of environments, but of persons and bodies.  In fact, as Strathern (1988), 

Wagner (1981), and others have demonstrated, we should not allow the apparent referents of the 

terms here fool us; what we call a “person,” a “house”, a “clan,” a “village” or “land,” are in 

Melanesian thinking all instances of the more general concept of the transformational body.  In a 

way which is deeply resonant with what is occurring at present with the material environment – 

soils, glaciers, atmospheres, oceans, and the like – becoming “anthropological” in the 

Anthropocene, the consequences of social relations in Melanesia are thought always to bear an 

outward shape, a manifest body of some kind which is both sensible and visible.  Bodies – mineral, 

animal, vegetal – are understood less as self-contained substances than relational surfaces that 

display the signs of social effectivities.   

The vital states of bodies are a major source of preoccupation for Melanesians.  Qualitative 

and quantitative states of bodies – their swelling and contraction, heaviness and lightness, wetness 

and dryness, strengths and weaknesses, their numerical aggregate, the manner in which they gather 

and disperse – are all curiously made the objects of people’s judgment and scrutiny, things which 

are attended to, often scrupulously, as visible evidence of the effects that things and people – and 

we will see that they are one and the same – have had on one another.  “Across Papua New 

Guinea”, as Strathern writes, “ideas about energy and vitality are frequently linked to alternations 

in body states over time or in the pattern of events.  The body indicates the relative expansion and 

                                                      
101 I am following Strathern here.  The Mekeo, she claims, focus on “the exchange rather than the products.  It would 

seem to be the flow of resources that interest them, imagined by them as a perpetual travelling back and forth.  The 

result is that whatever the observer might want to call the environment folds back on itself.” (2000: 55)  
102 Cf. Mosko (1985), Chapters 3 & 4.  This notion is widespread in Melanesia. See, amongst others, Mimica’s (1988) 

analysis of the relation between the Iqwaye body and the cosmos, where the womb is also considered to be “outside.” 
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contraction of activity.  This expansion and contraction occurs in all kinds of contexts, themselves 

neither large nor small.” 

 

There may, for example, be periodic renewals of the vitality or fertility of plants and animal 

life through rituals which gather people otherwise scattered over the landscape.  Or people 

display their ability to concentrate energy within themselves and then disperse it again, as 

a clan may celebrate the nubility of its daughters before sending them off in marriage.  In 

order to effect the display, the preceding period of growth and accumulation will be marked 

by behind-the-scenes activity; the shut house or encircling garden fence are much repeated 

images of enclosure.  Only what is kept hidden will grow.  The ‘initiation’ process which 

in many societies… marks the passage to maturity invariably involves seclusion and 

secrecy of this kind.  This leads to a (culturally) salient inference: what you see in public 

or on the surface of the skin is the effect of growth that has occurred elsewhere. ‘Display’ 

is the revelatory moment at which that is communicated or imparted to others. (Ibid: 51-

52) 

 

In ‘Environments Within’, from which this passage is taken, Strathern goes on to discuss 

this understanding of surface appearances as giving rise to forms of measurement which she calls 

“analogic calibrations.”  People in the Papua New Guinea Highlands, for instance, assess the 

quality of the soil by the growth of trees in the same way as ancestral favor is thought to make 

humans tall and pigs fat.  And similarly, the fertility of a parcel of land is measured by the 

appearance of the bodies of the people, pigs, and plants since they are all thought, by virtue of 

being “grown” by the land, to be forms of the land itself: “They become carriers of the land, 

portable manifestations of it, so that when you see a pig, you see the food that the land has grown.” 

(2000: 59) One kind of body in this way implies and indexes that of another, and thus figure to 

each other as transformations or versions of one another.   

Now, the ethnographic example to which I think this lends interest is that of the practice of 

“self-decoration.”  It is in “self-decoration,” and particularly those found in Papua New Guinea 

Highland collectives, that we see concretely and powerfully expressed the idea of people (i.e. 

bodies) as folds of the outside.  But, more than that, what is explicitly foregrounded in the practice 

is precisely the externalization of internal states – the “societies”, we could say, by which people 

are thought to be “grown.”  In what might seem to us to be obvious practices of self-adornment or 

complex forms of cosmetic self-representation, "self-decoration" reveals itself to be a scheme by 

which people evidence the social relations by which they are composed.  And the corporeal form 

here becomes apparent as a topological device by which such social matters are displayed.   

Let us take Strathern’s own ethnographic study of the Mount Hageners early on in her 

career, which was also the original set of data propelling her more conceptual reflections on the 

Melanesian body later on.  

Unlike the so-called “primitive art” of other Papua New Guinean collectives like the Sepik 

whose statues, masks and paintings have largely come to be a prototypical image of “Papuan art,” 

Hageners focus their attention on a certain ornamentation of the body whose logic, Strathern 

showed, can be understood to be a self-objectification.  Instead of ordering and managing their 

social relationships through the kind of hierarchical systems typically seen, say, in Polynesian 

chiefdoms, or through the form of bureaucratic administrative systems characteristic of our own 

modern world, people in Mount Hagen employ corporeal structure as a means of materializing the 

social relations between persons, marking on their own bodies the distinctions and similarities, 
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contiguities and disjunctions that they bear toward others.  “Social realities” are in this way made 

intelligible as bodily condition.  Ordinary life necessitates some form of bodily ornamentation, but 

it is in the performances seen at important ceremonial events such as moka – the indigenous system 

of competitive wealth exchanges between donor and recipient clans – that this logic of the body as 

a mode of relationality appears most strikingly.  

Specific decorations worn in particular configurations on the head, for instance, or the way 

that the contrasts between brightness and darkness of face paint are played off against one another, 

are utilized as signs of the changing political and diplomatic relations between different clans; 

relations which, if strained or if beginning to become oppositional, may be translated aesthetically 

in the intensification of the darker elements of body paint – a sign, generally, of hostility and 

hidden matters103.  But what is interesting is that the body decorations are also spoken of as having 

a self-referential function.  They are self-referential, in one sense, in that they are thought to 

communicate what is the central purport of moka: to present the image of welfare of the clan vis-

à-vis that of others.  Decked out in stunning head wigs, plumes of bird feathers, gleaming white 

bailer shells, bead necklaces, pig-tail aprons, cordyline leaves, the body in its decorated state is 

turned into a sign for various expressions of the strength, wealth, or fertility of the collective body 

of the clan.  Hageners, as Strathern tells us, understand this as an externalization of states or values 

which have hitherto been “hidden” from view, things which have been lodged within or “grown” 

inside the clan in the intervening period, and then brought to light on the decorated body.  To 

“decorate,” Hagen people thus say, is “to make the skin good”; one decorates to become “big and 

tall,” or, using pig-grease to oil the skin, to become “fat and solid” in the eyes of others (1979: 

279) More than just a reference to the fleshy body and its epidermal surfaces, “skin” is a concept 

that Hageners use to speak of the production on their bodies the clan relations which have made 

them persons104.  

In ‘The Self in Self-Decoration’, Strathern writes that there is “no other context than the 

body.  This is hung about with ornaments, the different parts receiving particular emphasis: hair, 

face, arms, chest and back, and the pubic area are all decorated in a distinctive manner.  The 

assemblage cannot be put together in any other medium.” (1979: 242-243) She means that it is the 

body itself as this surface for images and graphic inscriptions that is always the salient object at 

stake, the sole focus of people’s attention, rather than something which is supposedly 

“overdetermined” by its larger “social context.”  But in part, this is also due to the fact that the 

conventions for the application of decorations do not themselves constitute a stable set of 

significations – they are not “costumes105,” she claims – but are rather elemental forms that are 

                                                      
103 See M. Strathern & A Strathern (1971), pp. 105.  They write of their own experiences that “the scale and elaboration 

of ornaments depend partly on the relationship between donors and recipients, but also on whether the occasion is… 

for a large, climatic festival.  Further, the degree to which donors are differentiated from helpers and recipients depends 

on the way they conceive of their current political relations; at the Ndika moka, relations between donors and their 

helpers were strained and this was reflected in their different head-dresses; whereas in the Kawelka and Kuli cases 

donors and helpers presented a more solidary front. (1971: 82) 
104 “A group’s public standing in relation to others is the explicit subject of moka dances. […] Internal and external 

states of wellbeing also stand in a metaphorical relationship to each other.  Thus bodily health may be a symbol for 

the clan’s political strength, and its success in wealth transactions a symbol of spiritual warfare.  The proposition can 

be looked at from the view-point of a person’s make-up.  Decorations which act as a medium of display for the clan 

adorn its individual members.  These same ornaments also manipulate a distinction between an inner and outer self.  

(1979: 244) 
105 “Hagen decorations are not costumes, sets of clothing to be donned in entirety, but assemblages painstakingly 

arranged and rearranged for each major event.  Nor do they include regalia, symbols of public office, for there are no 

such offices, only persons in certain roles (e.g. donors) or claimants to a particular status (e.g. big-man).  Donors are 
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subject to continuous rearrangement or reconfiguration much like the way, we could say, an 

infinite range of patterns can always be generated out of a small finite set of elements in a 

kaleidoscope.  Therefore, in a moka performance, one never encounters the “same” decorations 

twice, whence the interest in its creation and construction each time.   

But the body decorations are also spoken of as self-referential in another sense, already 

indicated in the first, in that they are thought literally to refer to themselves.  This can be understood 

simply to mean that they are not considered to be “symbols” referring to something else or that 

they are not just “representations” of things, mere indices of a state of affairs which lie “outside” 

of themselves, since precisely, they make what they refer to present on the skin.  Expressed another 

way, we might say that they are less metaphors than metonyms.  And indeed, this is what Marilyn 

and Andrew Strathern suggest themselves in their study of Hagen self-decoration: 

  

The process of decoration in Hagen is not representational but metonymical: that is, when 

Hageners wish to associate themselves with magically powerful things, such as birds, they 

do not construct masks, carvings, or paintings of these.  Instead they actually take parts of 

the birds, their feathers, and attach these to themselves as decorations.  Nor do they attempt 

to represent these birds or to impersonate them in their dances.  Rather, they use the bright 

qualities of these feathers to enhance their own bodily attractiveness.  Clearly, the operation 

of decorating here is quite different from situations in which men represent ancestors or 

other spirit-beings or animals.  Hagen dances and rituals have their foundation in 

mythology, but Hageners are not explicitly concerned to re-enact the myths in their 

performances.  Instead, they have a more ethological version of how they came to set up 

ceremonial grounds and display at them: they say they follow the bower bird, which clears 

a space to dance in and attracts sexual partners to itself. (Strathern & Strathern 1971: 176-

177)    

 

Drawn to and onto persons, the decorations do not so much, “add” on to bodies106 as they extend 

them, as is implied by the metonymic function the authors suggest as pertaining to the practice.  In 

fact, they tell us, like the feathers of the bower bird, many of the key ornaments of moka have 

themselves an exogenous source, and we can infer that they are used precisely because they are 

known to have their origins elsewhere.  The famous shells used in the exchanges first came to the 

Highlands from the Southern Highlands and the Wahgi Valley, and the array of other things for 

which they are exchanged – pigs, stones axes, salts, bamboo tubes for decorating oil – are also 

from as far away as Lake Kutubu. (Ibid: 19) Thus, as exchanged and exchangeable things stuck 

and hung onto human persons, these ornaments are meant to give the impression of the decorated 

                                                      
distinguished from other dancers by the fullness of their attire or by their wearing special head dresses.  Those who 

dance together agree to adopt a particular style from a small range of options determined by the type and magnitude 

of the affair.  Stylistic details are also associated with certain regions, but there is no idea of any group or category of 

persons owning rights to designs.  Within the limits of the style chosen for the occasion, big-men may mark themselves 

out by some eccentricity of dress, and all participants put together their own assemblages whose details vary according 

to individual taste. The final impression is one of solidarity rather than uniformity.”  (1979: 245)  
106 See for example, Malcom Kirk, Man as Art (1993), who suggests that the decorations are symbolic forms added 

on to bodies, like “culture” does to “nature,” and therefore turns “man” (nature) into “art” (culture).  Man as Art is 

conceived as a book of “photographic portraits” of the Mount Hageners and their practice of “body-adornment.”  These 

portraits, interestingly, focus very much on bringing out the “individuals” behind the decorations, entirely contrary to 

what Hageners themselves claim should be seen or focused on when they decorate.  
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body as the bearer of other forms.  They are circulatory objects par excellence, and they make the 

persons who wear them tokens of this very fact.   

As Strathern remarks in ‘Prefigured Features’: “The ornaments in which [the Hagen 

person] is decked – birds of paradise feathers, shells, leaves, cassowary quills, face paint – can be 

thought of as so many bits of other persons appended to his person.  And their presence is 

summoned thereby.” (1997: 95, emphasis in original) “Prefigured in the decorations,” she 

continues, “are the dancer’s relationships with other persons… a man’s decorations do not just 

‘represent’ these other persons; they are there through an activation of his relationship with 

them…decorations literally travel along the road that link people, detached from (the possession 

of) one person to be attached to another.” (Ibid: 97)  

It makes sense, therefore, that the proceedings of the moka ceremony are often dedicated 

to drawing the attention of spectators to the decorations themselves.  Hagen people, Strathern 

relates, “emphasize that when as a group they dress themselves in feathers, paint and leaves, the 

first thing spectators should see is the decoration. […] This idea is incorporated specifically into 

aesthetics: a dancer recognized at once has decorated himself poorly.”  (1979: 243) Much of the 

moka performance is in fact a long-drawn-out affair of presenting the decorations in different 

formations.  These are “displayed to the audience, for perhaps two hours or so, through the medium 

of dance.  Movement – often itself minimal, no more than a bobbing up and down in some cases 

– is designed to show them off to maximum effect.” (Ibid: 244) For example, the men, as Strathern 

shows in Learning to See in Melanesia, often deliberately line up in a row and move in unison: 

“Visually, men present a row of upright dancers… with the whole body on display,” so that “the 

line of the ceremonial apron… sways in formation with the dance.” (2013: 41) “[T]he audience is 

supposed to see the massed effect of all the dancers together, eyes drawn towards the decorations 

as such, which are enhanced by being presented deliberately in movement (an effect aimed for by 

the dance movements).” (Ibid: 42) Instead of the individuals, it is the decorations which appear to 

be the real “subjects” of the event.  The throngs of spectators who come to witness the spectacle 

tend to speak of the bright and iridescent “gleam” of shells worn on men’s bodies or the 

“fragrance” of red ochre on women’s faces as animate things that are magically able on their own 

to “attract valuables.”  Affected by dancers’ ornaments and body-paints, spectators frequently offer 

up considerable gifts “as though the decorations themselves had initiated an exchange.” (1979: 

254) When the head and the face are “adorned” with paints and ornaments, it is neither the 

representation of individual, nor even any morphological features of the body, which is at stake.  

Rather it is what the face and the head are capable of carrying on themselves so as to be made parts 

of a larger assemblage of signs – or, if we like, “deterritorialized” from the organic body and 

“reterritorialized” on the ornamental plane of other assemblages – which is considered significant.  

The faces of dancers are thus often so thoroughly blackened with paint that all their individual 

features are concealed and withdrawn from the visual field; on the decorated heads, spectators see 

only blasts of red, bold white lines, the brilliant gleam of shells, the dots encircling the eyes: “The 

dark, obscuring effect is desired; it was said that shadows at the neck lodged… one’s ancestral 

spirits107.” (2013: 43)  

A brief look at some of the descriptions of Hagen facial “designs” detailed by Andrew and 

Marilyn Strathern (1971) helps us to understand this point.  The descriptions for facial designs can 

be divided into three categories.  The first category designates general acts of painting such as “he 

paints his nose” [koemb kulya waep enem] or “he paints his mouth with white clay” [kaem ketamine 

                                                      
107 Or, as is sometimes said, “the whole spirit is there.”  Cf. Andrew Strathern ‘Dress, Decoration and Art in New 

Guinea’, in Kirk’s Man as Art (1993), pp. 31.   
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waep/ile enem].  The second category, more suggestively, designates a set of specific actions done 

onto the face so as to deform it, such as “he excavates (i.e. encircles) his eyes with white clay” 

[kaem mong akenem], “he encircles his eyes with spots (of white clay)” [(kaem) mong akopa 

mintmint nonom], or “(excavating his eyes) he cuts his face in half, i.e. makes a score across it” 

[(mong akopa) kakpla pokla ronom].  And the third category explicitly designates the iconic form 

of other beings, such as “pig’s tusk of white clay (a diagonal line across the cheek)” [kaem 

nggorman], “a bend of white clay like a bending branch (curved streak across the face)” [kaem 

mokanoya], “snake-skin paint” (chevrons and interlocking diamonds) [waep kerua], “raindrops 

paint (streaks or dots)” [ndamong mong waep], “water spring or pool paint (a diamond, square, 

circle or lozenge)” [waep nomong]; or “insect with forked tail paint (either a forked design bridging 

the nose or an image of ‘crow’s feet’ at the edge of the eyes)” [porapaka waep]108. (1971: 107-

108)  

The two terms which Hageners use for facial decorations are waep and kaem.  Waep is a 

general term that simply means “paint” or “painted pattern” and is used for anything which may 

be “enhanced” by the effect of decoration, whether this is a weapon, a human face, or cult stones.  

It refers to all three categories.  Kaem, however, refers specifically to the modifications effected by 

white paint.  It is the term which people use to describe the independent execution of lines on the 

face which break up its surface or differentiate it into different zones.  Andrew and Marilyn 

Strathern note that a conceptual distinction may thus be made between a painted line and that 

which it encloses.  When someone says “he paints the end of the nose” (koemb kulya ropa 

pondonom), this refers to an interior region circumscribed by a line and filled in with paint.  

Conversely, when someone says “he cuts off the end of the nose” (koemb kulya kaklpa pokla 

ronom), this refers to “a line which separates one area of the nose from the rest of it.”  This lineal 

separation of facial surface may also be referred to as “he scores the nose” (rur tinim) 109.  But 

more interestingly, they tell us, Hagen facial designs (unlike other moka decorations – bird feather 

headdresses and wigs, for example) are in general not spoken of as marking out either donor or 

recipient categories.  Specifically as this concerns kaem, the encircling of the eyes or the scoring 

of the face is never described as a means to “enhance attractiveness,” but strictly as instruments 

for the reorganization of the face as such110.  People thus speak of the “excavation” of the eyes, of 

dots (mintmint) “eating” (nonom) into the face, or of “cutting” the face in half by scoring a line 

below the eyes or across the bridge of the nose (pokla ronom)111.  

In light of these descriptions, we can understand then that when Hageners speak of 

“covering112” their bodies with decoration, what is being solicited from spectators is precisely a 

reversal of perspectives, and not just in the sense of donors and recipients viewing each other.  

Rather than affirming the face as the distinctive character of the person, it is taken here as 

something like a pliable surface to be converted by the execution of graphemes into another face 

                                                      
108 Again, I regret that, due to lack of permission, I am not able to reproduce the corresponding diagrams of the face 

described here.  Readers can consult Strathern & Strathern (1971) to view them. 
109 Cf. Strathern & Strathern (1971), pp. 109-111. “There is a further tendency,” they add, “to qualify terms which 

emphasize facial features with kaem, since these are most often done in white (such as ringing the eyes), while designs 

executed on the face as a simple surface (such as a chevron on the cheek) are referred to as waep; and this is relevant 

to the use of face-paint for distinguishing the sexes.” (Ibid: 111) This is, however, beyond the scope of this study. 
110 Ibid, pp. 108. 
111 Ibid, pp. 111. 
112 If decorations are meant to function as a mechanism of revelation, Strathern tells us that, nonetheless, “the same 

decorations are also spoken of as covering it up.  Apart from particular contrivances – wearing a large bailer shell on 

the chest so it will appear filled out – the effect of ornamentation should be to “hide the skin”.  (1979: 249) 
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which displays itself as the being of multiple others.  The blackened faces of men or the reddened 

faces of women function precisely as covers not in order to “cover up” but to act as support for 

this display.  In this way, redoubled by “design,” individuals recede into the background in order 

to foreground on their own skin the social relations by which they are composed.  Hence, Strathern 

says, “when we (spectators, audience) see the feathers and shells, we are invited to see the person, 

but the person in a transformed state.  Not the person as an individual but the person as a nexus of 

relationships.  Not a matter of clothing concealing the body, but of the transformation of a person 

composed by his or her domestic and private relations into an object for public gaze that then 

conceals those domestic and private relations.” (2013: 48) And she continues, stating: “It is as 

though people had turned their skins inside out. […]  All the emphasis men put on shine… on the 

shells that gleam: it is as though one sees the shiny fat that lies beneath the skin (as with the white 

fat of pigs…) and the blood in the flesh.” (Ibid: 64) 

The suggestion is not spurious.  Like the “abdomen” of the Mekeo village, the moka 

ceremonial grounds are also known as "outside" spaces.  Indeed, even the decorations are spoken 

of as things which are "brought outside."  “Quite literally,” Strathen tells us, “ornaments are 

unpacked from the greasy, smoky packages in which they are ordinarily hidden, or brought in from 

the dense, dark forest, but more than that, the whole drama of display is a coming out, a making 

public.  One particular dance style demands that the actors make a concerted entry; when they 

burst into the ceremonial ground they are said to have “come outside”.  This bringing forth of the 

decorations supposedly startles the spectators into appreciation.”  One of the terms for “making 

moka,” is therefore "to turn it outward."  (1979: 248)  

A logic of plasticity113, we could say, governs both the creation of the ceremonial face and 

the Melanesian concept of the body in general as forms which are between the inside and the 

outside; or perhaps better, forms which appear as the relation between inside and outside.  I say 

“plastic” because even though we just suggested the “deterritorialization” of the decorated face, 

we see that the decorated state of the body and of the face do not thereby disappear under the effect 

of the others it displays, but rather, like the ceremonial space in which they appear, as turning into 

another form.  What occurs, put another way, is not a case of making others present “at the expense 

of” oneself, but of making oneself other – it is the form of a self-reference wholly to do with others.  

Unlike what one finds in the Levinasian conception of exteriority114, “the face of the other” here 

never overflows or destroys the image or form of one’s body or self.  Indeed it is the body’s own 

resource which must be used to turn it into another source so that it can act from and as its outside: 

“performers offer themselves for view in a particular form [which we can call] reification.  They 

take on the form of “things” by attaching “things” to themselves.  Values, qualities, powers whose 

form is [aesthetically] definitive or recognizable [as in coded].  […] Hence we can talk of them as 

creating a ‘body’.” (2013: 81, emphases added).  We have to understand that here, like inside and 

outside, “self” and “other” are not in a relation of opposition because what the practice of 

decoration implies is that it is only as another that one becomes a “self115.”   

This is the pertinence exactly that is accorded to the Hagen concept of noman, the “inner 

self” or “life-force.”  Understood as an organ of the body located somewhere in the center of the 

chest cavity beside the heart and above the liver and stomach, it is conceived as the source of 

peoples’ desires or intentions and it thus approximates what we call a “subjective realm,” an 

                                                      
113 I am drawing here on the sense of this concept advanced by Malabou (2010).  
114 Cf. Levinas, Totality and Infinity (1969).  
115 I will return to this point more fully in my discussion of Iqwaye numerology later. 
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interior region of one’s being over which others have limited control116.  Now, it is noman which 

is thought to be “externalized” as the body’s capacities in moka festivals.  As Strathern explains: 

  

The noman is very much inside, enveloped by the body… Hageners contrast what is on the 

skin with what is in one’s noman.  No one can see into another’s noman, only guess by his 

behavior what his inclinations are.  The interpretation of meaning rests on this dichotomy: 

do a person’s words come from his noman and reveal his true intentions, or are they simply 

“in the mouth”?  It is through the organization of noman, resolving various desires, that 

one shows purposefulness and the capacity for success.  

There is [thus] a contrast between the presentation of the self in everyday circumstances 

and on those occasions when full decorations are worn, a marked gradation of publicity.  

Ordinarily a man keeps his desires, intentions and material assets hidden.  What he gives 

to others – commitment, information, gifts – is under the control of his noman.  Whereas 

the contents of the noman always remain hidden, a person’s visible resources, those he 

allows to be seen, are said to be “on the skin”.  The skin is the point of contact between the 

person and the world… Transactions with others are accomplished through the medium of 

wealth, assets and skills that lie on the skin, while the extent to which they are in the 

individual’s true self-interest is something only he can know from within.  (1979: 250)  

 

Yet, she says, this never assumes the form of an opposition: “The inner self is manifested through 

the body, not divorced from it.  There is no idea of striving towards some incorporeal state of self-

hood.  If decorations comment on the relationship between inside and outside, they do not imply 

a dichotomy between spirit/body or essence/material in such a way as to make the former more 

crucial to personal identity than the latter.” (Ibid: 250) Rather “Hagen people use the body surface 

(the outer body) as something to which they can attach the inside of the body and make it visible: 

the inside is everted.  What comes to the surface of the body is evidence of the body’s capacity – 

and they deploy bodily idioms of flesh and fat to refer to this inner capacity.” (2013: 75, emphasis 

added) The decorated body in this precise sense does not so much point to an elsewhere, as points 

to itself as coming from elsewhere, manifesting itself as a being whose origin is always outside of 

itself, but to that same extent, already a presence within.   

 

 

Melanesia is a world foldings and unfoldings.  If bodies are taken to be intrinsically folds 

of “the outside,” such as we have seen with the Mekeo village117, we see here that these same 

bodies are also necessarily understood to be visible and sensible structures which not only embody 

but also externalize (“bring onto the skin”) the relations which they bear to multiple social others 

in themselves.  No wonder, then, that when the Duna of the Southern Highlands attempt to 

apprehend the meaning of Western “wealth development” and the presence of the Ok Tedi mine 

in their environs, they look to the appearance of the land (or in the indigenous idiom, “the ground”) 

to see what it is starting to externalize as evidence of the transformations of social relations 

indicated to them by the helicopters they see flying over the Aluni valley on their way to 

exploration and test-drilling sites in the adjacent Muller Range. As Stürzenhofecker accounts in 

                                                      
116 Cf. Strathern (1979), pp. 50. 
117 Though, we always have to remember this would be called a fold of the “inside,” as we have shown, or an unfolding 

from the inside.  We have to retain our modern understandings here of the “inside” and “outside” in order that this 

account be intelligible. 
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‘Visions of a Landscape’ (1994), in the context of the massive ecological alterations resulting from 

mining operations, local Duna communities are found routinely inspecting the “[o]bserved surface 

transformations of ‘the ground’,” in order to “deduce meaning by ‘reading’ the surface, or the skin 

of ‘the ground’ (rindi puru), just as the skin of people is seen as an indicator of sickness.”  (1994: 

40) The skin of the “ground” (rindi), she tells us, is imaged as the cosmos itself and is indeed 

conceptualized as a fold between what lies below and what lies above.  Attention is thus constantly 

drawn to “the dimension of depth referring to the hidden but vital aspects of linkage between that 

which is below and that which is above118.” (Ibid: 43, fn. 2, emphasis in original) 

But here what is interesting is the way that, thus conceived, the ground appears to enfold 

the presence of developers arriving from the outside into the Duna cosmos.  “Pre-colonial ideas 

relating to spirit powers and narratives relating to the temporality of the ‘ground’ (rindi),” 

Stürzenhofecker relates, “[have] become interwoven now with contemporary concerns about the 

origin of wealth, the revelation of and the access to such wealth hidden in the local landscape.” 

(Ibid: 36) Before its enforced desacralization by missionaries, the ground or the “land” was always 

the reference for the state of social relations between spirit and human persons.  Understood to be 

the sources of pigs, shell wealth, and the fertility of the land, these spirits required sacrifice from 

time to time in order to keep the ground fertile.  They do not live in the ground but are known to 

often make tracks over it.  The arrival of mining companies, Stürzenhofecker tells us, has had the 

paradoxical effect of a resacralization of the land, since, from the indigenous viewpoint, they 

appear to have taken the place of spirits in producing new wealth out of the ground: “From the 

perspective of the local communities, the company traced the route of the Female Spirit [Payeme 

Ima], marking the sacred places intimately associated with her by leaving iron rods sticking out of 

“the ground,” an action that was interpreted as acknowledging the distinctive nature of these sites.” 

(Ibid: 38) For the Duna, she reports, it was “evident that these were the places where rich mineral 

wealth would be located, precisely because these locations coincided in space with those 

associated with the Payeme Ima, a source of wealth herself in the pre-colonial past.”  In this way, 

“[t]he activities of companies that drill into ‘the ground’ for wealth [have come to] be seen as a 

new form of contest between them and the agencies with ‘the ground’ itself.” (Ibid: 39)  

But the Duna also imagine themselves in this very sense to have already been enfolded into 

their new set of social circumstances.  In fact, like the “pre-existing sociality” expressed in moka 

performances, the mining companies and their development projects seem to taken by local 

inhabitants as “environments already within.”  Thus, Stürzenhofecker notes, everything appears as 

though it were strangely overdetermined by things which are still in the process of occurring: “the 

local people see themselves as… spectators guessing at the potential emergence of their own future 

out of “the ground” which was their past,” and “they image [this] through their picture of… the 

traces of unfavorable perturbations in the grasses, plants, and fruits that sprout on this surface.”  

One of her informants, she tells us, “listed six different types of grasses and flowers that had 

disappeared within the memory of his generation,” and showed her the “seven new varieties of 

grasses and flowers that had arrived in the Aluni valley within his father’s and his own lifetime.” 

(Ibid: 40) In another scene, at a government station at Lake Kopiago a young man, looking out 

from a high point onto the valley floor where a small scatter of asbestos houses on an airstrip has 

                                                      
118 Stürzenhofecker explains that even though “ground” does indeed refer to the land, as a concept it also “transcends 

purely material concerns by extending into the cosmic realm as well… [which] neither ‘ground’ nor the term ‘land’ 

conveys in the English language.”  “Similarly,” she goes on, “the phrase rindi itaranda (the ground will finish) 

encompasses both the material and the cosmic dimensions by referring to soil exhaustion, geological upheavals, and 

the possible ending of the world.” (Ibid: 43, fn.2) 
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been built for government administrators, Christian missionaries and prospecting companies, is 

said to have witnessed in them the image of an already consummated future.  The view presented, 

she writes, “an impression of superficial change framed by the impassive continuity of the 

landscape,” yet for the young man, the vision was an “apocalyptic” one which the buildings already 

embodied.  In a matter-of-fact way, the man stated that the “companies” conducting geological 

surveys on the other side of the lake would soon come to dry it up, pumping its water to the 

Strickland River, and the mountains too would be leveled in search of gold and copper.  (Ibid: 31) 

These are only a few instances of the many “imaginations of possible lives119,” as Stürzenhofecker 

puts it, in the projected image of the future the Duna recognize to be portended by the arrival of 

the mining and development companies from the “outside.”    

In what seems to be an entirely different empirical context, then, we see replicated in a 

cosmic form what we have been discussing as the “inside” and the “outside” carrying features of 

one another in the shape of bodies. But furthermore, the question of the person here as “coming 

from elsewhere” explicitly takes on the dimension of time which was left implicit in our discussion 

of the Hagen decorated body.  The apparent primacy which is accorded by Duna to “outside” 

figures – Stürzenhofecker even calls it a “dependence”120 – implies a peculiar kind of temporality 

in which the image of the future appears as something which needs to be constantly anticipated as 

an outcome into which the Duna past itself would fold.  Much of Stürzenhofecker’s discussion for 

this reason is thus devoted to the Duna concern to reinterpret their histories in light of the new axis 

of time brought by missionaries and “companies.”   

In the conclusion to her article, Stürzenhofecker mentions an interesting case of the 

opening of a mine121 in the neighboring province of Enga that, owing to the runoff of its wastes 

into local rivers (which turned them red), provoked a response from the local community which is 

instructive in this regard.  As they grew suspicious and distrustful towards the mine as a result of 

this incident, we are told, the previous deaths of people that were attributed to the agency of 

witches all became now strangely attributed to the pollution of the mine.  It is thus as though 

causality can itself be shifted in time and transferred from one entity to another122.  And nothing 

suggests that this is by any means an anomaly.  Amongst the Yonggom, who are neighbors of the 

Duna, and people who are directly affected by the Ok Tedi mine, Kirsch (1997) has reported an 

almost identical situation.  The effects of the Ok Tedi mine on the local environment have been 

particularly devastating.  As a result of its operations, there has resulted, among other things, the 

wholesale destruction of sago swamps (the staple food), widespread deforestation and the 

depopulation of fish by tailings dumped into the river, the vanishing of turtles and crocodiles, and 

the like.  Charging the mine of “sorcery,” Kirsch tells us, the Yonggom began to consider every 

instance of misfortune in the present and all the types of events which would in the past normally 

be attributed to sorcerers – poisonings, the overturning of a canoe, a tree falling on someone, 

drowning in the river – as now the direct actions of the mine itself.  The Yonggom say they “live 

in fear” in the face of the power of the mine just as they “lived in fear” previously in the face of 

sorcerers. (1997: 146) 

Strange as it is, Strathern (1988) has shown us that this can in fact be understood as the 

distinctive and paradigmatic form that Melanesian social relations take.  The idea of persons and 

bodies as transformational outcomes of collective processes, such as we have seen in the logic of 

                                                      
119 Ibid: 33. 
120 Ibid: 39. 
121 She is referring here to the mining operation of the Porgera Joint Venture (PJV). Cf. Ibid: 42-43.  
122 Ibid: 42-43. 
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the decorated body, implies indeed a certain transformational logic of time.  Across Melanesia, as 

she writes in The Gender of the Gift, “we are dealing with transformations at once as specific and 

as complex as the development of European societies over the last two hundred years under 

commodity production… these people are enchained to acting out versions of their former selves.  

Despite the extremities to which some go, or the mildness on the countenance of others, they are 

tied to specific versions of their former selves.” (1988: 341-342)  

Indeed, she goes on to point out, this may be thought to be the very source for the classic 

anthropological fiction that their social relations take the form of “gift exchange.”  The problem 

of time in the logic of gift exchange is well-known.  As proposed by Mauss in his classic essay, 

“the gift” involves what we could call an extended duration.  What a “donor” gives to a “recipient” 

is not merely an alienable object, but a real and vital part of himself possessing a “power” to 

compel further exchanges and reciprocal obligations from and to other persons.  The being of 

things and persons, as Mauss claimed, thus become “intermingled”: “Souls are mixed with things; 

things with souls.” (1990: 25-26) As a synthetic unity comprised of the three interrelated moments 

of “giving, receiving and reciprocating,” the time of exchange necessarily transcends any one of 

its particular instances; and hence, it is said that gifts always refer to the future.  But since every 

gift also comes into being from a series of previous exchanges, it also always refers to the past.  In 

this wat, it seems to belong at once to the past and the future.  

According to Strathern, this apparent condensation of time in “gift exchange” can however 

be more specifically accounted for the Melanesian notion of person and social relations as bearing 

in themselves a logic of time as a recursive actuality.  The intense interest in the vital states of 

bodies that we have been discussing is indeed, after all, an attention given to bodies seen as the 

finalized outcomes of the social processes long in the making.  For Strathern, it is not so much the 

condensation of time which needs explanation, but the way Melanesians turn future outcomes, 

such as it is compellingly disclosed in the Duna and Yonggom responses to mining operations, in 

the very level of the past.  For what is peculiar is that the outcomes of social actions are invariably 

acknowledged by Melanesians as both the necessary transformation of their actions into a future 

outcome and the evidential realization of what had brought it into being in the first place, so that 

what comes into appearance as a social product (a material artifact, a pig, a well-kept garden, the 

fertility of the land) is considered at once the sign and the substantiation of these processes.  As 

we know, Stratherns has famously coined the term the “anticipated outcome” to account for this 

Melanesian theory of what we call “the event.”  It is the anticipated outcome, she claims, which 

“gives the gift economy its cultural form.” 

 

Gift exchange has always been a conundrum to the Western imagination.  For it is, tout 

court, the circulation of objects in relations in order to make relations in which objects can 

circulate.  This is the recursiveness of the anticipated outcome.  There is nothing 

particularly mystical or humanistic about it.  It derives, I argue, from making explicit a 

particular technique of objectification, namely, the personifying mode in which the objects 

of relations are always other relations.  One calls others into existence – a sequence visible 

in what people seek to know about themselves.  If relations consequently appear to them 

in such objects, then these objects are apprehended as both cause and effect of the 

relations.  And if we take ‘the gift’ as a shorthand for objects (relations), then we can see 

how gifts pose dramatic temporal problems.  They are images of the possible collapse in 

on itself of any relationship of separation between cause and effect.  The gift works as a 

cause of a relation as well as its effect.  So conceiving an object to be the outcome of a 
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transaction posits its existence in the context of transaction.  Both prior and subsequent 

transactions are implicated in its value.  (1988: 221) 

 

Now, in order to gain a more definite sense of this, let us take the example of the 

Melanesian concept of childbirth, as discussed by Strathern in The Gender of the Gift.  Childbirth 

is not only regarded by Melanesians as paradigmatic of an “historical” event123, but there is perhaps 

also no better image of “the anticipated outcome” than that of the growing child in a pregnant 

mother.  For in the growth of the mother’s body, there appears the slow and gradual manifestation 

of something which has occurred as well as the anticipation of its externalization (“revelation”) 

from the body, literally figuring the turning point between internal and external states of social 

relations.  

According to Melanesian thinking, Strathern shows us, the birth of a child is taken less to 

be the birth of an individual than that of the collective acts of the persons thought to be responsible 

for its coming into being.  Of course, this does not mean that the Melanesian mother does not 

recognize the child she brings forth as indeed its own self and her own child, but rather that she 

apprehends the very particular being who is her child in the form of the social relation to which 

she had given her participation.  This can in part be explained by the fact that, according to 

Melanesians, the nature of a specific relation cannot be apprehended except through its effect upon 

another one.  Strathern calls this a kind of “cultural agnosticism” which sees things only from the 

point of view of their effects: “In the imaginings of these Melanesian societies, relations do not 

have… an autonomic existence.  One relation is produced out of others.” (Ibid: 317) Or as she 

describes again elsewhere: “Connections between social relations, like connections between 

persons, have to be experienced in terms of their changing effects upon one another…. the 

capabilities of persons revealing the social relations of which they are composed, and social 

relations revealing the persons they produce.” (Ibid: 173)  

What is understood to occur in childbirth, therefore, is the making of one set of social 

relations apparent in another, to render visible what is ordinarily “hidden.”  But key to this 

understanding is that the growing child in the mother’s body is understood to already be circulating 

in the orbit of social relations, and so, incidentally, what we call “nature” is not only not “prior” to 

“the social” but the ontological separation which we enforce between the two is essentially 

nonexistent.  As Strathern explains, women are not seen as giving birth to children as “natural” 

beings and hence still supposedly “unfashioned” by social effects, but as necessarily “produc[ing] 

entites which stand in a social relation to themselves.” 

  

The Western image of part of the mother’s nature being evident in the infant as also a part 

of nature, a theory of contiguity, hardly applies.  Instead, the Melanesian mother brings 

forth a being already in a social connection with her and thus different from her.  

Minimally, no child replicates the mother’s kinship status.  Moreover, Melanesian women 

are not seen as the sole agents of childbirth.  If mothers produce entities already in a social 

relation with themselves, this is because of the prior conjugal and marital exchanges which 

embody the acts that other agents have also taken.  Children are the outcome of the 

interactions of multiple others.  […]  The objectifications of Melanesian culture(s) can only 

present them as the objects of relationships. And the aesthetics of reification mean that 

children, far from being corporeally continuous with their parents’ bodies, embody their 

parents’ acts in another (their own) form.  This may or may not be imagined as sharing 

                                                      
123 Cf. Strathern (1988), pp. 280. 



 - 82 - 

substance… the act of birth is taken as the point at which the multiple constitution of the 

child is made known. (Ibid: 316, emphasis in original) 

  

The child, in a word, is a revelation of the social.  If it is not seen as an individual, this is 

precisely because it is already multiple at birth, a “composite person,” as she has famously termed 

it, of relations of others.  Thus, in the face of the child, people do not apprehend the particularity 

of a distinct self, but the concrete acts of others out of whom the child is thought to be generated.  

One might say that a certain qualitative expanse of the social surrounds the being of the child, 

whose very body is the sign of these persons.  Or from another point of view, we could also say 

that social relations have a kind of radial quality to them; they stretch, as it were, from their 

chronological point of origin to their logical moment of realization in the future.  Such, then, is the 

paradigmatic image of the anticipated outcome: each being which exists in the present exists as 

the outcome of others, the materialized form of other people it singularizes in its composite body.   

But this immediacy, Strathern maintains, already implicates two interlinked perspectives: 

a retrospective and a prospective view seems indeed to be fused together.  If the child’s multiple 

constitution is said to be revealed at birth, the reverse, it follows, is also true: the capacity to 

produce on the part of the child’s parents must appear as this result in order to be acknowledged 

as actual.  Thus, just as the outcome harkens back to the social relations of others, so past actions 

are to be defined by the future outcomes they anticipate.  

Of course, it may be objected that this is ultimately not unfamiliar to our own way of 

thinking since we understand very well that one’s life necessarily bears witness to the lives of 

others who have come before us.  But for Melanesians, the affirmation of the social reality in and 

behind the conception of a child is less about testifying to “social history” than about concretizing 

the effective actions of persons.  Said another way, what is different is the primacy accorded to the 

retroactivity of the social relation.  The child is not taken as merely “referring” to the social 

relations responsible for its being, but as “revealing” them insofar as it owes its very body to them.  

The child does not “represent” but is itself the social relation of others.   

As with the moka dancers, what Melanesians are preoccupied with here is the concrete 

shape and character of past actualities which the child materializes or presences “on its skin.”  

This is why the child is never considered a “pristine” or “new” person: it is the reduplication of 

relations whose process of becoming it figures as another form of “the same” (i.e. a 

transformation).  But all the same – and this is what is curious about the anticipatory conception 

of “the event” in Melanesia – such relations are understood as becoming visible or sensible for the 

first time since, as we have said, it is from the point of view of the outcome that social relations 

are thought to be measurable.  Our conventional modern notion of “causality” (i.e. “effective 

causality”) would thus appear reversed:  

  

In yielding the child, the Melanesian mother has yielded what is already anticipated as a 

social object.  Because it is in relation to the mother that the father has to act, the mother 

in turn is a social agent with respect to the child.  Here reproduction becomes/evinces 

sociality. […] What a mother appears to produce will depend on her relation to it.  She may 

or may not be construed as the recipient of the father’s implantation of substance; the child 

may or may not be the recipient of the mother’s nurture.  But in either case if maternity is 

revelation, then as far as men are concerned this is accomplished… through ensuring that 

the woman produces something other than herself.  That something other than herself 

reveals the relation between them (husband and wife; brother and sister).  It also constitutes 
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it: because the child exists in a specific social relation with the mother, the husband/brother 

is sustained as conceptually distinct from the wife/sister. (Ibid: 317) 

 

What is crucial to grasp here is that it is the birth of child that is thought to effect the relation 

between the mother and father, and not the other way around.  In a sense, just like ourselves, 

Melanesians understand that “mother” and “father” do not precede “the child” since such kinship 

positions are clearly relational configurations.  But what distinguishes Melanesian thinking, as 

Strathern indicates here, is that “the child” which is begotten by the social relation “mother-father” 

is understood as revealing their social relation as “husband-wife” prior to the “mother-father” 

relation, and strikingly is thought even to constitute it.  It is therefore said that the maternal relation 

with the child transforms the social relation of “man-woman” from “husband-wife” to “father-

mother.”  The child qua product of multiple social relations appears thus to introduce its own 

actuality behind itself, so to speak.  But – and this is where the Melanesian conception of social 

relations appears in all its distinctive peculiarity – this whole round of events can also be expressed 

prospectively, by taking this retroactivity as the prospective form of its own realization in time.  

The retroactivity of the cause backward can be made to appear as though it is the retroprojection 

of the effects forward.  So, it is said that, in time, before the birth of the child, there stood the figure 

of “the girl” and “the boy” (that “the mother” and “the father” formerly were), not so much as 

mere forebears, but as anticipations of what is to come.   

As Strathern observes, just as the child is never seen as just an individual, so the male and 

female persons who become the child’s parents are never considered individuals in their own right 

but always already transformations of the social relations in which they are embedded.  Akin to 

the child to whom they will give birth and who will realize their actuality from the future, the girl 

and the boy are analogously virtually imbued with this future (the child) they may together create.  

In the logical time of the anticipated outcome, what from the point of the view of the child is 

actualized retroactively is tied essentially to what from the point of view of the parents is 

potentialized virtually.  Hence, in the context of reciprocal marriage exchanges between 

exogamous tribal entities, for instance, a young girl is already seen as the grown woman she will 

be or the marriageable wife she will become.  From the very beginning, as Strathern explains: 

“Women are already wives by virtue of being sisters124.” (Ibid: 228) And the implications of this 

are totalistic.  In the face of the sister, a brother already sees the men of the other tribe with which 

the daughters and sisters of fathers and brothers transform into wives and mothers of other men.  

By necessity, therefore, the “relations of consanguinity” already present in themselves the 

virtuality of other “relations of affinity.”  “In a number of Melanesian societies,” Strathern writes, 

  

such an outcome is construed in the prescriptive kinship claims that persons have on 

marriageable others.  The bride is represented as already owed to the marrying unit, who 

assert their present claims against their former own cross-sex relations with the same 

people.  Cousin marriage and moiety organization as found in certain Lowlands systems 

(the Sepik provides examples) present perfect cases of the anticipated outcome.  Each unit 

produces for the other because it has been so produced.  The gift (the bride) already exists 

and must be extracted, and extraction thus activates the very relation which makes the 

object. (Ibid: 230) 

  

                                                      
124 For the sake of brevity and simplicity, we are isolating this set of social relations to the exclusion of others 

intrinsically related and connected to it, such as those of men’s activities whose exchanges effect this transformation.   
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And thus, as she goes on to say: 

  

the object of one relationship becomes the object of another: sister becomes wife, a 

woman’s father’s child becomes her husband’s child. […]  In their cross-sex relations with 

different categories of males, women’s female capacities are released in different ways.  

As far as their ability to grow children is concerned, this release is anticipated, but not 

realized, in the exogamic rule or in prescriptions about the kinship status of the conjugal 

partners. (Ibid: 230-231) 

 

 Therefore, when it is said that the coming-into-being of a child evidences the effectiveness 

of the social persons preceding its birth and retroactively affirms their productive capacities, it is 

this also that is meant: that the birth of the child qua the material realization of the interactions 

between kin and affines anticipates its (and hence their) being, and it takes the form of the necessity 

underlying their relations, although emerging at a later time as the singular shape of their effects.  

The birth of the child emerges in and as a homologous form of the anticipatory structure of 

relationships preceding it and, from this perspective, is apprehended a necessary outcome: 

  

Parents of either sex are created (appear as objects of people's dealings with one another) 

by being extracted from their own parents in anticipation of the offspring that will be 

extracted from them.  Beyond the conjugal union, then, lies the outcome of it – children 

who may be claimed by men, either as extensions of their all-male identity under patrilineal 

regimes or as a product of their cross-sex identity with their sister under matrilineal ones.  

In either case, childbirth is a powerful enactment of the extractive process itself, and 

women's capacity to give birth gives form to the anticipated outcome.  (Ibid: 226) 

 

It thus appears as though there are always involved two perspectives looking at themselves from 

the other’s point of view, with the distinction between cause and effect dissolving into the synthetic 

image of a singular person.  

 

 

Unity of Figure and Ground 

 

It is often imagined that, in formulating the idea of the “composite person,” Strathern is insisting 

on a concept of multiplicity over that of unity; yet, this serves only to obscure the characteristic of 

an alternation of modes key to the Melanesian concept of the social.  As we see in the previous 

example of the meaning of childbirth, the point behind the idea of the composite person is not that 

it is never unitary, but that it images the turning point between unity and multiplicity understood 

as analogues of one another.  Indeed, it would appear that it is rather the opposite case, that unity 

or a peculiar form of identity between “unity” and “multiplicity” which is being foregrounded.   

In an often-overlooked passage in The Gender of the Gift, Strathern states explicitly: “It is not that 

Melanesians have no images of unities or whole entities but that we obscure them in our analyses. 

The hope… is for something more comprehensive than simply demonstrating the inapplicability 

of this or that particular Western concept.” (Ibid: 11-12) Minus the “unity” of the child, the 

“multiplicity” of the social relations would after all be nothing, for it would have no body through 

which to appear, and hence effectively non-existent.  It is not a matter of choosing between them.  

The only issue that need detain us is how we are to understand this image of multiplicity as a unity. 
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 In the famous passage in the introduction to The Gender of the Gift, Strathern proposes 

thus that it is in the synthetic image of the dual oscillation between singularity and plurality that 

we should apprehend the workings of Melanesian social life.  “[F]or contextualizing Melanesians’ 

views, as she maintains, “we shall require a vocabulary that will allows us to talk about sociality 

in the singular as well as the plural.”  For: 

 

Far from being regarded as unique entities, Melanesian persons are as dividually as they 

are individually conceived.  They contain a generalized sociality within.  Indeed persons 

are frequently constructed as the plural and composite site of the relationships that 

produced them.  The singular person can be imagined as a social microcosm.  This premise 

is particularly significant for the attention given to images of relations contained within the 

maternal body.  By contrast, the kinds of collective action that might be identified by an 

outside observer in a male cult performance or group organization, involving numbers of 

persons, often presents an image of unity.  This image is created out of internal 

homogeneity, a process of de-pluralization, manifested less as the realization of generalized 

and integrative principles of organization itself and more as the realization of particular 

identities called into play through unique events and individual accomplishments.  (1988: 

13) 

 

What is at stake here, as we see, is not the limitless proliferation of more and more 

multiplicities, but precisely the transformations between “unity” and “multiplicity” as the two 

manifest forms of the social.  Hence “unity” itself emerges as the form of collective phenomenon 

– the “upper limit” of multiplicity itself, one might say.  And thus, even as each singular person is 

constitutionally a multiple entity, it does not follow that a collective gathering of such persons 

necessarily presents itself as a “plural” entity; the plurality of plural persons does not form a greater 

or higher-order plurality, but interestingly another form of singularity. It is the result of a 

simplification of multiplicity Strathern calls, precisely, “a process of de-pluralization.”  Whereas, 

then, in the body of a singular person we are confronted with the image of the collective, in the 

body of the collective we are confronted, conversely, with the image of a singular person.   

 The Melanesian person, one might say, appears twice: once in the form of a singular 

individual taken as a multiple entity (what she calls the “image of relations”), like that seen in the 

body of a pregnant mother; and another time in the form of a multiplicity taken as a singular person 

(what she calls the “image of unity”), like that seen in the integrated formation of an organization 

or of the men’s line in a moka performance, and suchlike.  What characterizes the relationship 

between “singularity” and “plurality” is thus not the opposition of difference, but rather their 

metamorphosis as discrete modes of being that are “called into play” by specific events.  In a well-

known set of dizzying passages, Strathern explain this as follows, and I quote her at length: 

     

In one sense, the plural and the singular are ‘the same’.  They are homologues of one 

another.  That is, the bringing together of many persons is just like the bringing together of 

one.  The unity of a number of persons conceptualized as a group or set is achieved through 

eliminating what differentiates them, and this is exactly what happens when a person is 

also individualized.  The causes of internal differentiation are suppressed or discarded.  

Indeed, the one holistic condition may elicit the other.  Thus a group of men or a group of 

women will conceive of their individual members as replicating in singular form (‘one 

man’, ‘one woman’) what they have created in collective form (‘one men’s house’, ‘one 
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matrilineage’).  In other words, a plurality of individuals as individuals (‘many’) is equal 

to their unity (‘one’). 

The suppression of internal differentiation occurs, however, in a pluralized context of 

sorts.  This is the plurality that takes the specific form of a differentiated pair or duo.  

‘Many’ and ‘one’ may be homologous, but neither is to be equated with a pair.  When 

either a singular person or a collective group comes into relation with another, that relation 

is sustained to the extent that each party is irreducibly differentiated from the other.  Each 

is a unity with respect to or by analogy with the other.  The tie or alliance between them 

cannot be subsumed under a further collectivity, for the dyad is a unity only by virtue of 

its internal division.  Consequently, paired entities cannot be brought together, as we might 

be tempted to suggest, under the integrating rubric of ‘a wider society’. (Ibid: 13-14)  

 

And she continues: 

 

Social life consists in a constant movement from one state to another, from one sociality to 

another, from a unity (manifested collectively or singly) to that unity split or paired with 

respect to another.  This alternation is replicated throughout numerous cultural forms, from 

the manner in which crops are regarded as growing in the soil to a dichotomy between 

political and domestic domains.  Gender is a principal form through which the alternation 

is conceptualized.  Being ‘male’ or being ‘female’ emerges as a holistic unitary state under 

particular circumstances.  In the one-is-many mode, each male or female form may be 

regarded as containing within it a suppressed composite identity; it is activated as 

androgyny transformed.  In the dual mode, a male or female can only encounter its opposite 

if it has already discarded the reasons for its own internal differentiation: thus a dividual 

androgyne is rendered an individual in relation to a counterpart individual. An internal 

duality is externalized or elicited in the presence of a partner: what was 'half' a person 

becomes 'one' of a pair. 

As there are two forms of plurality (the composite and the dual), so there are two 

forms of the androgyne or, we might say, two forms of the singular.  To say that the singular 

person is imagined as a microcosm is not simply to draw attention, as observers repeatedly 

do, to the extensive physical imagery in Melanesian thought that gives so much 

significance to the body.  It is to perceive that the body is a social microcosm to the extent 

that it takes a singular form.  This form presents an image of an entity both as a whole and 

as holistic, for it contains within it diverse and plural relations.  The holistic body is 

composed in reference to these relationships, which are in turn dependent for their visibility 

on it.  The two modes to which I have referred may thus also be described as stages in body 

process.  To be individuated, plural relations are first reconceptualized as dual and then the 

dually conceived entity, able to detach a part of itself, is divided.  The eliciting cause is the 

presence of a different other. (Ibid: 14-15, emphasis added) 

 

Strathern’s purpose in writing these passages is, of course, as is well-known, to deconstruct 

the idea of there being an antithesis between “the individual” and “society” understood as a higher-

order domain of effects imposed upon its members; but the more crucial point here which tends to 

be missed is that, as a consequence of the concept of the Melanesian social as a topologically “flat” 

surface, a particular mathematic of dimensionality is implied125.  It is a problem here, as we see, is 

                                                      
125 Cf. Strathern alludes to this in Property, Substance, Effect (1999). See especially Chapter 10, ‘Puzzles of Scale’. 
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one which may be described as wholes which constantly need to be divided, and divisions which 

remain whole.  This is what perhaps explains the attraction of concept of the “dividual” for 

Strathern, a concept she borrowed originally from a South Asian modality of thinking the relation 

between unity and diversity, which she uses to speak of the Melanesian preoccupation with 

divisions and differentiations in what we have called a “continuous sociality.”  

In this light, Wagner (1991) is prescient to have moved to re-characterize the concept of 

the composite person as that of a fractal.  For in the fact that a singular person is seen as identical 

to the plural relations that compose it, he incisively deduces that we are confronted with a kind of 

entity that resists expression in whole numbers.  “A fractal person,” as he writes, “is never a unit 

standing in relation to an aggregate, or an aggregate standing in relation to a unit, but always an 

entity with relationship integrally implied.” (Ibid: 163) We are returning here, then, to the idea of 

geometries arising out of social differentiations introduced into the “cosmic flow” of the social, 

though here in a different sense.  At stake is the underlying metaphysics of modern sociology itself 

– its implied, and to that extent unexamined, arithmetic in which a collective of persons is 

automatically assumed to be intelligible through the abstract concept of number, classically 

formulated by Euclid as a multitude composed of unities, i.e., a group of identical “ones.”  But 

more specifically, we are dealing here with the synthetic image of reproduction itself.  

In ‘The Fractal Person’, Wagner tells us indeed that the idea of the “integral relations” 

comes from the generalized notion of reproduction and genealogy.  In Melanesian thought, he 

maintains: “People exist reproductively by being ‘carried’ as part of another, and ‘carry’ or 

engender others by making themselves genealogical or reproductive ‘factors’ of these others.  A 

genealogy is thus an enchainment of people, as indeed persons would be seen to ‘bud’ out of one 

another in a speeded-up cinematic depiction of human life.  Person as human being and person as 

lineage or clan are equally arbitrary sectionings or identifications of this enchainment, different 

projections of its fractality.” (1991: 163)  

Now, Wagner’s point is not simply that people are always related to each other, but more 

specifically that by existing in relation to one another in this way, they also exist as (analogues of) 

each other.  He returns us to the example of Daribi naming.  If earlier, in the discussion of the 

virtuality of social units, we saw how names perform the function of differentiation, here Wagner 

brings to light their inverse analogical function of identification.  “A Daribi name, nogi,” as he 

tells us, “is always an instantiation, and also a simplification, of the relation designated by the 

participle, poai, of the verb poie, ‘to be congruent with’.” 

  

Two persons, or a person and a thing, that share a name are tedeli nogi poai, ‘one name 

congruent’.  Two beings that share the same kind of skin are tedeli tigi ware poai, ‘one 

epidermis congruent’.  Anything designatable by a word stands in a poai relation through 

any conceivable point of resemblance. Furthermore any two persons or objects that each 

share any conceivable point of resemblance with a third, are related as poai through that 

third.  Poai is universally commutative, and because a poai relation can simply be 

bestowed, through a giving of a name for whatever reason, it is also universally applicable. 

(Ibid: 163-164)  

 

And he continues:  

 

Essentially, any recognition or bestowal of a name is always the fixing of a point of 

reference within a potentially infinite range of relations, a designation which is inherently 
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relational. As an instantiation of poai, it always implies, through that relation, something 

that is both less (one of many potential relations) and more (a class, a range of objects or 

beings) than the person designated.  A man, for instance, named for the cassowary, can 

claim such words as tori, kebi, and ebi as his names, since they are all equally names for 

the cassowary.  Also since the cassowary is poetically and colloquially the ebi-haza, the 

‘cassowary animal’ through its non-avian counterpart, the man could well claim haza, 

‘animal’, as a pagerubo nogi, a (somewhat droll) basing-name or nickname.  And if, as is 

usually the case, the man was named for someone else, or someone else is named for him, 

the name is always a section, like the conceptual person or body, taken from a genealogical 

chain and implicating that chain.” (Ibid: 164)  

 

Expressed in modal mathematical terms, we would say that the name therefore 

particularizes the general, but Wagner cautions that this is not exactly what is at stake here.   For 

the point is rather is that the particular qua particular is nothing other than the general itself.  As 

he discusses, Daribi names are known to possess meaning only to the extent that they actually 

embody what it is that they name, that is to say, if they remain identical to the relations for which 

they are the names (“projections”).  Thus, as “sections” of a relational chain, they also resemble 

other similar sectionings such as pigs, axes, pearl shells, and bark cloaks, by being analogously 

implicated in the relations of congruence (poai) identifying and differentiating them.  In the same 

way that names instantiate and create nodes (“units”) in an infinite network of relations, he 

suggests, “[s]hells and shell wealth (which Daribi think of as ‘eggs’ through which human beings 

reproduce) are engaged in the reciprocity of subjectives involved in display and concealment, just 

as axes, meat, and other adjuncts of production and reproduction place human sustenance and 

replication in reciprocal exchange.” (Ibid: 165)  

The point here is that, whatever the level of magnification, discrete beings are understood 

as situating themselves with respect to relations neither as the parts of a sum nor as the sum of 

parts.  “When the arbitrary sectionings cut from the whole cloth of universal congruence are 

literally taken as data,” Wagner argues, “they become the social categories which we identify as 

names, individuals, groups, wealth-objects, and information-bearing sentences or statements.  

Taken at face value this way they lose any sense of fractality and merge with the western 

hegemonic of social orders constructed of substantive elements, cultural systems made of 

representational categories.” (Ibid: 166) What we are after here is something more akin to the 

phenomenality of meaning.  We employ different modes to elicit and create meaning, but there is 

no meaning thus produced which would be a “part.”  Meaning is always a whole; but as a whole it 

nonetheless exists at different magnifications and intensities, and in different shapes and forms.  

The social form of Melanesian personhood, Wagner suggests, is like the phenomenon of 

meaning, or what Melanesians call “talk,” a concept encompassing a wide range of semiotic 

phenomena including “language.”  “Talk” is not mere “speech,” Wagner says, but an infinite 

medium like language through which things can be seen to be made over into one another or made 

to expand or contract, as in the case he cites of a Daribi saying “when you see a man, he is small; 

when you say his name, he is big.” (Ibid: 163) It is “like a poai relation intrinsic to thought.”  (Ibid: 

166) The salient feature here is exactly the same as the one with the so-called “great man” of 

Melanesian collectives: the constant change of scale of the figure necessarily replicates the very 

figure which it changes.  This is what justifies the usage here of Mandelbrot’s notion of fractal 

dimensionality.  For, Wagner claims: “It is not simply a matter of the cliché about wholes being 

greater than the sums of their parts, for if a meaning has no parts, there is so sum to compare with 
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the totality.  One might as well conclude that the whole is less than the sum, for it is only one.  

When a whole is subdivided in this way it is split into holographs of itself.” (Ibid: 167)  

 

 

*** 

 

This brings to mind the remarkable study the concept of “totality” in recursive counting system of 

the Iqwaye, an Angan-speaking people in the Papua New Guinea, as described by Mimica in 

Intimations of Infinity (1988).  Because it stands as such a compelling instance of Wagner’s notion 

of a fractal holography126, I would like to turn here to an extended discussion of their “mythopoeic” 

mathematic and, in particular, its concept of “one” which will help us to define the idea of the 

whole from a Melanesian perspective.     

As Mimica tells us, the Iqwaye counting system, not unlike that of other Papuan peoples, 

is a mode of seriation that is computed on the human body, or more specifically on the hands and 

feet.  Using corporeal physiognomy as a schema for number, Iqwaye begin counting by touching, 

one by one, all the fingers on one hand, all the fingers on the other, and then all the toes of the two 

feet following the same procedure.  When the full cycle of digits (20) is thus completed, the count 

may proceed to higher numerals by using the body of another person.  Strikingly, however, only 

two numbers are used: one and two.  As Mimica writes: “There are only two proper numerals – 

one (ungwonangi) and two (huwlaqu)… All other numbers are constructed – conceptually though 

not entirely lexically – as the additive combinations of these two basic numbers.” (Ibid: 37) Hence, 

the system of count proceeds in the form of a recursive binary succession: one-two-one-two-one.  

In the count to 5, for instance, it progresses as follows: one, two, two-one, two-two, hand; “the 

multiplicity of five fingers (or toes) is not conceived as an addition of five 1s (digits), but as the 

addition of two 2s (i.e. 4) and one (2+2+1).” (Ibid: 48) Similarly, 6 to 10 proceeds on the next hand 

as follows: hand and one, hand and two, hand and two-one, hand and two-two, two hands. The 

count from 11 to 15 starts from the feet, which goes: two-hands-then-down-to-the-leg one, down-

to-the-leg two, down-to-the-leg two-one, down-to-the-leg two-two, half of the legs all; and 

counting from 16 to 20 on the second foot, it goes: half of the legs, all [digits and] one;  half of the 

legs, all [digits and] two; half of the legs, all [digits and] two-one; half of the legs, all [digits and]  

two-two; two hands and two legs [or alternatively “one person,” or “me this person”].   

The crucial facet of the count, we note, is its assimilative character.  Mimica emphasizes 

that counting in this manner, the Iqwaye understand the corporeal structure as a deictic field of 

relations linking together a multitude of differentiated elements.  The binary structure of the count 

is therefore not only a combinatorial alternation of ones and twos, but also a bringing together all 

the parts of the body into a certain image of unity.  This unification is powerfully imaged in the 

way Iqwaye gesturally represent their digits relative to one another in the real time of the count.  

As Mimica explains: 

 

The gestural style of counting clearly indicates that numeration is tacitly envisaged as a 

bringing into prominence the wholeness or unity, firstly of one hand (the set of 5), then 

another, then of one foot, then another, and as such of the whole body… in the act of 

counting, the fingers are not articulated as independent, that is disconnected units each 

standing for itself.  Only the one (thumb) at first stands out as a singular unit above other 

fingers.  The two (index finger) rather than standing out next to and in relative 

                                                      
126 Wagner cites this example himself in ‘The Fractal Person’ (1991).  
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independence of the thumb, is pressed upon it.  The middle, ring and small fingers are also 

brought successively into unit with the thumb and index finger, expressing multiplicities 

of three, four, and five respectively.  Five is represented by the fist with the fingers closed 

upon it – like the petals of the flower – giving the impression of a self-centred, closed unity.  

This multiplicity, just as all the preceding ones, is a conjunction of elements the 

individuality of which is fused into a single more inclusive whole. (48-49, emphasis in 

original) 

 

The individual digits on the hand, one might say, are progressively articulated as passing 

images of their immanent unification: multiplicities of two, three, and four are increasingly 

interlaced together and slowly turns from a disconnected multiplicity to a concatenated unity of 

five digits which fused together as one fist.  In this way, the gestural image for “5” already draws 

our attention to a part of the body as a totalizable whole.  But we have to be precise here about the 

meaning of “assimiliation”: what is meant is not the mere movement of parts toward the wholes 

into which they become included, but of these parts immanently changing into wholes which are 

therefore instantiations of the individual digits themselves.  This is where the concept of closure 

becomes crucial.  As Mimica goes on to write:  

 

What should be grasped in this is that prior to counting, the five fingers constitute only a 

unity, the hand as a merely anatomical fact.  The act of enumeration, through gestural 

figuration of fingers transforms them into a symbolic configuration meaning not merely 

‘five’ or ‘five fingers’ but still a more pregnant conception of ‘five’ as a closed whole, a 

unity of five elements into one.  The gestural articulation… proceeds in the same manner 

for other multiplicities…which express the series from six to 20.  Each finger of the other 

hand conjoins the already closed unit of five, and with each successive finger the wholeness 

of the other hand is brought into prominence.  But with the tenth finger, the two hands form 

two closed, independent – yet conjoined – wholes which dissolve and merge into a new 

whole: the two ‘five’, that is the two hands (=10). We also see that this gradual 

transformation of each extremity into firstly a whole and then its fusion with others into a 

larger one is carried through to legs, until the whole of 20 is presented as the closure of all 

digits, or more accurately, as the fusion of the four wholes into a single whole. (Ibid: 49)   

 

Now, the formal analysis provided here allows us to see, first of all, that the meaning of 

enumeration is conceived as that which actualizes a transformation of open unities into their “more 

pregnant conception” as closed unities.  As an open unity, “five” is but a mere aggregated unity of 

multiple elements, a “two-two-one.”  But as a closed unity, “five” is gathered unification, “one 

whole.”  In the form of closure, “many ones” turn into a “singular multiple.”  But furthermore, 

what is striking is the way this mereological transformation becomes gradually apparent, not just 

amongst the parts, but also between one whole and another.  Following Mimica’s description, the 

closed and already enumerated hand on one side seems almost to prompt the still open un-

enumerated hand on the other side to close itself into in the form of two whole hands, but now 

considered again as parts joining to one another.  The two closed hands, as Mimica says, are 

themselves “wholes which dissolve and merge into a new whole.”  The same process is repeated 

for the feet, moving from a multiple to a whole on one side, then to two whole feet conjoined as 

parts to one another, except that, this time, it closes into one whole body (i.e. the count of “twenty”).  

Where the relation between one whole and another previously took the form of a “two-one,” it 
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now takes the form of a “two-two-one.”  “Two hands” and “two feet,” previously only sets of 

multiple digits encompassed by their respective anatomies, now stand to the body they enclose as 

each on their own “one,” so that it appears, as Mimica puts it, as “the fusion of the four wholes 

into a single whole.”   

In the image of a whole cycle of count, then, the closure of the body can be seen to effect 

what could be called a dialectical mereology.  By marking at the point of a multiplicity’s closure 

into a unity the relation of identity between the part and the whole, each totalized whole is shown 

not just to be the actual ground of multiplicity, but also a “one” revertible back into a “one” existing 

amongst other “ones,” i.e. as part of another set of multiples.  Hence, from the perspective of parts, 

“5 digits” (a multiple) stand for “one hand” (a whole) in the same way that “20 digits” (a multiple) 

stand for “one body” (a whole), since the relation of “one hand” to its “5 digits” is formally 

homologous to that of “one person” to its sum-total of “20 digits” on four extremities.  If the “one” 

of the hand and the “one” of the body are indeed not the same ‘ones’, they are understood 

nonetheless to be “ones” in the same way at their different points of closure, and thus they 

assimilate altogether as “one.”  But from the perspective of wholes, we can view the same process 

just described as the process of transformation itself wherein wholes keep dissolving themselves 

into parts, and then reintegrated again into other wholes; wholes, then, which keep closing into 

“one” and then opening out again into new sets of multiplicities.  In other words, we may view the 

same process as “5 whole fingers” merging into the larger “1 whole hand,” which then itself 

becomes on the other hand “6 whole fingers” (“hand and one”), “7 whole fingers” (“hand and 

two”), and so on… until “10 whole fingers” (“two hands,” or two “ones”), which then themselves 

again become rendered into parts for enumeration of the feet in the same fashion (“two-hands-

then-down-to-the-leg one,” two-hands-then-down-to-the-leg two, and so on…), moving towards 

their completion into “one whole body.”  From this standpoint of the whole – one whole hand, two 

whole hands, one whole feet, two whole feet, one whole body – we see the identical binary 

structure of “one-two-one-two-one” moving from one unity to another, a movement which is 

nothing other than multiplicities forming themselves into unities.  

But this is not all.  Mimica observes that this identification of ordinal values (1 finger: 1 

hand: 1 body) which appears in a completed cycle of count is precisely what the Iqwaye use to 

move to still higher enumerations, by means of yet another reversal of the relation between wholes 

and parts.  Here, we come upon the aspect of Iqwaye thought where the essential unity between 

one and the multiple appears most compellingly.  According to Mimica, what occurs in the higher 

cycle of enumeration beyond twenty is that the homology between “1” and “20” which arises in 

first cycle of count is inversely mapped back onto the base of “20” (digits), so that each digit is 

now made equivalent to one whole person.  In other words, in mathematical terms, beyond the 

conceptual correlation between 1 and 20, there comes also to be an exponentiation of the corporeal 

person.  The same unitary identity effected between the base and the cycle of count from 1 to 20, 

is again applied to the cycle of count from 1 to 400.  The sum of the person’s body as a whole, one 

might say, is retotalized on the person’s body of multiple parts – doubling itself, as it were, with 

its own image127.  Astonishingly, this means that “one” person, thus redoubled upon itself, now 

stands for a multiple of “400,” since each of the 20 digits would each amount to 20 digits:   

The numerical series progresses beyond 20 by continuous reproduction of the cycles of 20 

units which are also put into one-to-one correspondence with the elements of the base 

                                                      
127 “Now precisely because of this relation,” Mimica writes, “we can say that this cycle reproduces the schema as a 

whole with the totalised parts (fingers and toes), since each part equals the sum of digits of the body in its untotalised 

form whereby one digit is only one.” (Ibid: 56)  
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individually.  In this process the series from one to 400 as a whole, is rendered homologous 

to the base itself (i.e. 20).  The expression for 400 states: ‘[As] this many persons [as] me 

this one person [the speaker] [with] all their legs and hands’ or less ambiguously, ‘as many 

persons as my [speaker’s] digits’.  In our conception this would amount to saying that 400 

is 20 persons multiplied by 20 digits of one person. […] All these ‘persons’, each being a 

set of 20 digits, are conceptually referred to and symbolically represented by the same body 

and digits which are used when he sets to count from one to 20.  It is his own, one body128. 

(40-41, emphases in original)  

 

For the Iqwaye, the reasoning for this is simple: if “20” (parts/digits) is conceptually 

analogous to “1” (whole hand/foot/body), then the reverse is also true: “1 part” is conceptually 

analogous also to “1 whole,” i.e. 20 fingers.  In the same way that every finger is formally 

assimilable into one whole body, every whole body is formally re-articulable as one single finger. 

Thus it is both the transformation of parts into wholes as well as the transformation of wholes into 

parts which constitutes the essential movement of the Iqwaye enumeration: “In becoming a totality 

– the oneness – the whole is rendered a part unto itself and thus incorporated into a more inclusive 

whole.  The latter is identical to it both as a whole and in terms of the relations with its parts.” (57, 

emphases added) In this way, Mimica observes, every moment of totalization in the count can be 

understood at the same time to be a particularization.  For every totalized multiplicity “unified and 

expressed as the singularity of its single part, its one finger,” the concrete body is simultaneously 

reaffirmed as the image for all numerical aggregates.  In this continuous process of turning every 

open whole of parts into a closed whole, and then reconverting this whole back into parts – a 

process which may be construed as the twinning of the body qua number – the corporeal person is 

elevated to a power: 1=20x.  Remarkably, this means that the body a single person can be used to 

an image a range of multiplicities – 20, 400, 8000, and even 160,000!  But the salient point here 

once again is that the person remains always just one. 

  

By logic of the generation of the series, this new cycle, which I recorded only up to 1,000, 

to wit, only up to two fingers (of the base), would account for numbers from 400 to 8,000.  

The latter would be something like this: ‘As many persons as there are persons 

corresponding to me, this person [speaker] with all their legs and hands’ (i.e. 20 x 20 x 20 

= 203).  Therefore, ‘one person’.  And the next cycle would be from 8,000 to 160,000 (204), 

and again ‘one person’! […] [Thus] from the formal explication we can conclude that the 

series progresses to higher multiplicities by a process of exponentiation of the base affected 

by the operation of the one to one correspondence between sets of 20, and the 20 digits of 

the base: 20 → 202 → 203 → 204 → …. Such, in short, is the formal structure of the Iqwaye 

numerical series. (Ibid: 41) 

 

Indeed, in this way, infinity itself is also just “one.”  For it is not the body which follows number, 

but number the body, which always closes as one, the relation between singularity and plurality 

constrained by the corporeal form to fold back upon itself.   

What is called “number” here is not therefore the number of “number theory” but a 

character.  Mimica points out for this reason that Iqwaye seriation implicates the idea not of zahl, 

the counting of abstract mathematical categories, but of anzahl, the account or “tale” for countable 

                                                      
128 “Or more vividly,” Mimica says, “we can imagine this process as a continuous juxtaposition of the cycles of 20 

elements.” (Ibid, 38). 
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things129.  The suggestion is apposite.  For in fact, as he shows us, Iqwaye seriation is grounded in 

a cosmogonic myth involving an original man, Omalyce, whose body is identified with the cosmos 

in the primordial beginning when it was a homogeneous and undifferentiated whole enshrouded 

in permanent darkness.  Omalyce is said to have been folded into himself in a “posture of self-

closure” with all his fingers interlaced with his toes and with his penis (“umbilical cord”) in his 

mouth, and it is only when he unfolded out of himself by severing his umbilical cord that the 

distinctions of the world – left and right, sky and earth, day and night, inside and outside, etc. – as 

well as the mode of seriation which accounts for the plurality, came into existence.  Drawing on 

accounts narrated to him by his informants, Mimica provides an account of the myth as follows: 

  

At the time of darkness the sky and earth were conjoined.  The earth was impregnated with 

‘water’.  These elements [of cosmos] were Omalyce himself [the creator of the cosmos] 

who is also the first man].  They were his body.  The sky, earth and ‘water’ were bound 

together because [I quote the informant] ‘he had his penis in his mouth.  The penis was his 

umbilical cord [peule]’.  The ‘water’ was his semen.  It was going into his mouth, then into 

his body, and in there it circled through all the regions of his body which encompassed the 

whole cosmos.  Then from the body, the semen was going into his penis, then into his 

mouth, and so on.  Omalyce’s fingers and toes kept his body locked, and with penis held 

the sky, earth, and ‘water’ within it.  The vital clench was the conjunction of mouth and 

penis, i.e. umbilical cord.  When Omalyce severed his ‘umbilical cord’ to take a breath 

[himpne] in that moment the sky and earth went asunder, and thus the world [cosmos] came 

into being.  Omalyce’s eyes [hine] ascended into the sky.  They became the sun [mapiye] 

and moon [lamnye].  Ever since they appear in the sky paralleling the alternation of day 

[hilycani] and night [hikune].  Omalyce vomited semen and blood.  As he was vomiting, 

he created all things in this world.  Such is the truth [kaule] about Iqwaye cosmogony. 

(Ibid: 75, italics removed) 

 

Now, as Mimica keenly deduces, because we are not dealing here with the “chicken-and-

egg” problem of the so-called “first creation,” Omalyce’s autogenesis through self-division should 

not be seen as the turning of “the one” into “the many” but rather their becoming as such.  Birthing 

himself through the birth of the world, Omalyce’s unfolding involves an act of self-creation in the 

form of reproduction, and plurality thereby remains in the image of singularity. What should be 

understood as primary, in other words, is not Omalyce’s self, but the image of his self as other; his 

singularity thus is already plurality.  The matter of the origin here is that of a double origination.  

Of the primordial beginning, Mimica therefore writes: “The first human being, the creator, is 

himself in the process of creation and his own homogeneity is the homogeneity of the universe…. 

this primordial state of being is actually a process of becoming.  The motif of the motion of the 

semen evinces this state of affairs.” (78, emphasis added) The origin itself, then, is transformation 

into being, the becoming of being itself.  “Self-transformation,” as Mimica puts it, “manifests itself 

as externalization which produces the inside-outside distinction.” (Ibid: 79-80, fn. 10, emphasis 

modified) In ontological terms, we might say that what is posited in Iqwaye cosmogony is the first 

appearance of Omalyce in the very appearance of the world.  It is this co-appearance, rather than 

the turning of a prior appearance into a subsequent appearance, which is the salient feature in 

Iqwaye thought.   

                                                      
129 Cf. Mimica (1988: 102) 
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Indeed, this is why Omalyce is said to be identical to the first men he created as his sons 

from lumps in the ground, the five “mud-men” who are also images of his fingers on the hand.  

For the created are not secondary to creation. “The separation,” Mimica stresses, “is a dialectical 

momentum whereby the primordial being pours out and delivers the world unto itself.  The original 

in-subsistence becomes a veritable ex-sistence.  The cosmos qua creator comes out of itself into 

the transformed itself.” (Ibid: 79, emphasis modified) In this way, he goes on to say: “Omalyce is 

not just metaphorically equivalent to his own progeny; he is the mud-men, and conversely, they 

are Omalyce.  Consequently, his creation of other human beings can be seen as Omalyce’s creation 

of others who are his self.” (Ibid: 83) “The original mud-men are instantiations of Omalyce 

himself.  They, so to speak, exponentiate him.  By making five of them, he simultaneous made 

five of himself, and they are all one, just as conceptually, the hand as a unit of five fingers is one 

hand130.” (Ibid: 93) It should not be surprising, then, to discover that numeration follows the model 

of reproduction and that Iqwaye bestow their children with “finger-names” and seriate birth-order 

accordingly131.      

Now this is no place, of course, to provide a full account of the Iqwaye notion of totality, 

but we can already see that the relation between “singularity” and “plurality” here is precisely not 

the same as the relation between “totality” and “multiplicity,” such as it tends to be inflected in the 

monotheistic faiths as the “problem of the one and the many.”  For the congruence is found here 

in the image they make up together as totality, that of an integral duality which makes the one one.  

As we saw in our discussion of Iqwaye seriation, “totality” or “the one” is not a grand overarching 

scheme which supervenes upon multiplicities, but is the very locus of their expression, the 

gathering point of their actuality and effectivity.  By encompassing singularities and pluralities in 

the image of one, it is the one itself which remains the self-similar scale through all its 

permutations.  But precisely, this processual imaging of this one is not opposed to the multiplicities 

without which it would simply be like the quasi “zero point” of the primordial beginning.   

When an Iqwaye person designates the number 400 by saying: “[As] this many persons 

[as] me this [one] person [with] all their legs and hands” or “as many persons as my digits”; or the 

number 8,000 by saying “As many persons as there are persons corresponding to me, this person 

[the speaker] with all their legs and hands,” he obviously does not mean to nullify the being of the 

multitude of which he speaks.  But this is exactly why, instead of pointing to a mere amalgamation 

or an aggregate “outside” of himself, he uses the personal pronoun “me,” he points to himself as 

the total form of that to which he refers.  The varying multiplicities of others signified by an Iqwaye 

body is always this body and nothing else besides.   In Mimica’s description: 

 

The corporeal person intended as one but representing 20 persons or 400 digits is identical 

to each and all of them.  It is identical to each of them as a whole, as a part, and by a 

number of its parts.  That is, each person as a multiplicity of 20 is in itself one person, 

therefore a whole equal to its one part (one finger) – it is totalised and thereby partialised.  

As such, it is the exact replica of the oneness of 400 which itself is also a totalized and 

                                                      
130 Elsewhere in the text, Mimica recounts “Taqalyce (my informant) explained this by means of a vivid example.  He 

placed a bamboo stick on the palm of his left hand.  The stick represented the creator, and the five fingers the five 

mud-men.  (I should stress that they are named after his fingers.)  The informant slowly revolved the stick, commenting 

as he did so: ‘Now he [i.e. Omalyce = bamboo stick] turns his face to Neqwa [thumb, i.e. the first man], and the two 

are the same.  Now he turns his face to Aqulyi [index finger, i.e. the second man], and the two are the same…’ (and 

so on until the fifth finger).  Then he stated that there are five fingers on his hand, but they are all one – their father 

Omalyce.” (Ibid: 81)      
131 Cf. Mimica (1988: 59-69) 
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partialised whole.  It is totalised because all of its parts have been unified into a whole.  At 

the same time it is partialised – rendered equivalent to its single part. (57, emphases added) 

 

It may seem paradoxical that increasing multiplicities are in this way rendered possible by 

their constant assimilation or totalization back into “one,” that singularity and plurality can appear 

as “the same,” but this is only because we are habituated to a metaphysical assumption that they 

are antithetical terms to begin with.  In Iqwaye thought, however, the coincidence of singularity 

and plurality in the body of the person is neither about “identity” nor about “difference,” neither 

about the one opposed the many, nor about the many opposed to the one, but rather a “one whole” 

which, like Omalyce, is already poised towards a self-division into other wholes.  Expressed in 

different terms, it is not simple matter here of the usual diacritical definition of “self” and “other,” 

according to which each is defined only by negating the other – the cliché of “self being only what 

the other is not” and vice versa – but the more powerful concept of selfhood where self is already 

the form of the other, and is thus capable of creating different versions of itself132.  

An examination of the lexemes for Iqwaye numerals reveals that this mythic idea of 

identity between self and other is already inscribed in their concept of number.  As Mimica points 

out, the word for ‘one,’ Ungwonangi, “is a compound lexeme based on the root ungwa- meaning 

‘another’.” (Ibid: 46) This sort of co-implication is thus also found in the expression for the lexeme 

“two,” huwlaqu, whose “morpheme –aqu–… by itself means ‘two’ and appears in many words, 

including the pronouns, the third-person dual forms.”  But perhaps most revealingly, there is also 

another lexical form for two, ungwolaqu, which is “composed of the compound ungwo- (the 

numeral one), a recurring partial -la, and the morpheme -aqu, which means two… just as all other 

numbers are constructed as the combination of one and two, so in this lexical form the two itself is 

a combination of one and itself.  We can say that here two is conceptualised as the one doubled.  

But note also that as such it is lexically a reverse of the numeral huwlaqungwa (two-one) which 

means three.  Thus 1 + 2 (ungwola + aqu) = 2 (ungwolaqu), whereas 2 + 1 (huwlaqu + ungwa) = 

3 (huwlaqungwa).” (46, fn. 6, emphases added)  

According to the lexical compositions for basic Iqwaye numerals, then, we can already 

apprehend a certain logic of the “one” as something that essentially produces and partakes in the 

numerical multiplicities it organizes.  “As a specifically lingual category articulated in the 

Yagwoia language and its mythopoeia,” Mimica writes, “‘person’ therefore entails the notions of 

totality, singularity as well as plurality, self-doubling and multiplication through part-whole 

identity133.” (Ibid: 172) For the Iqwaye, each “one” is thought, in this precise sense, as having 

always “two” sides to itself, which is also what accounts for the conception of infinity as the “one” 

which already is, but that yet will be, a mythopoeic conception of the person as a form which 

already contains or encompasses the total set of all other possible persons still to be born134. 

                                                      
132 We can understand, in this sense, why Strathern was correct to have been attracted to the idea of the “dividual,” 

even if she now admits its clumsiness as a concept.   
133 The apt formulation of infinity by Richard Dedekind is also brought to mind here: “A System S is said to be infinite 

when it is similar to a proper part of itself.” (Numbers, §64) Though Iqwaye infinity, I would maintain, remains a 

different logic of infinity, a topic which unfortunately goes beyond our scope here. 
134 Cf. Mimica (1988: 74) Commenting on the way this notion of number entirely subverts the idea of “demography,” 

Wagner writes: “suppose that a western demographer came to make an accurate census of the Iqwaye.  No matter 

what number might be reached, and no matter how painstakingly and accurately the census is carried out, it will 

invariably be deficient by Iqwaye standards.  For the Iqwaye totality, the Anzahl instantiated by Omalyce, includes 

also all the Iqwaye who have lived in the past, and all those to be born as well.  However high the number, it will 

always be less than the number embodied by Omalyce, which is, of course, one.  Each Iqwaye person, then, is a 
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*** 

 

We can better understand, then, what Wagner means by the “holographic subdivisions” of “fractal 

personhood.” Fractal persons are like reproduced clones, identical images of totality “cut” 

differently.  In this way, like the digit of the hand, or the mud-men, they are holographic unities 

of the totality they transform.  “The crucial element,” as Wagner claims, “is the fractality that 

prevents the differentiation of part from whole, that keeps the imageries of understanding from 

collapsing into individuals, groups and categories that constructionism bundles into wholes greater 

than the sums of their parts.”  (Ibid: 171) The discrete “units” of Melanesian sociality (“one” clan, 

“one” person, “one” finger, “one” shell) are not individual components of aggregate wholes but 

exist precisely as “analogic cross-sections through which the whole grows itself.” (Ibid: 171)  

 It should be emphasized that this “holography of reproduction,” as Wagner puts it, is not 

however that of a projected image of a holograph.  Again, it is not a matter here of an artifice or a 

form of representation.  Wagner is clear that holography is not a matter of direct presentation, but 

something which comes to be seen only in a “re-perception,” an image which precisely “grows” 

out of the series of reversals and proportional encompassments in and through which it shows itself 

as a self-constituting and self-scaling phenomenon. (Ibid: 170) In other words, like the self-

externalization of Omalyce, it essentially depends upon the differentiating processes which are a 

part of it since they are none other than itself.  The “unity” which is involved this process is not 

the unity of the figure and ground, but the unity of the alternation of the figure and ground.  Such 

is the reason for the geometry of holographic encompassments which are so salient in Melanesian 

social life, and pregnancy and reproduction being taken to be their paradigmatic images.  

 The social structures of the Usen Barok of Central New Ireland can be seen to exemplify 

this to a supreme (and almost “literal”) degree.  The principles of gala (elicitation/nurturance) and 

kolume (containment), as Wagner discusses, form something like a matrix for everything that the 

Barok do, and they are replicated everywhere.  Their exogamous moieties are themselves 

constituted as images of the distinction and relation between gala and kolume.  One moiety is said 

to contain (kolume) the nurturance (gala) provided by the other, just as the other is said to beget 

and nurture (gala) the containment (kolume) it elicits.  It follows that this is also what legitimates 

the claims that persons can make on one another and with regard to property.  But it is most 

especially in the context of a certain mortuary feast central to Barok social life that these mutual 

encompassments appear most intricately.  Wagner writes: 

  

Kolume is containment, as the womb contains a foetus or the earth a corpse, and is 

concretized ritually in a stone-walled enclosure of the taun or men’s house. Gala is 

elicitation of inception and nurturance, as the penis penetrates to fertilize or the knife to 

distribute, and is realized ritually as a rooted tree.  But this imagery itself, an iconography 

that Barok call iri lolos, ‘finished power’, is the kolume, containment, of the whole, as 

feasting, the elicitory [sic] process by which its meanings are realized, as its gala.  The 

Barok term for feasting is ‘cutting pig’. […] Understood in the broadest sense, kolume as 

a containing iconography, gala as the elicitory protocol of feasting, however, it is clear that 

each of these modes is in turn constituted by the relation between them.  For the 

iconography contains images of both kolume and gala, each of which is, through the action 

of the other, further resolvable into kolume/gala.  Thus the ground within the taun 

                                                      
totality, Omalyce instantiated, but any number of them is less than that.  For Iqwaye… counting/reproduction keeps 

its human scale, which is by no means comparable to the abstraction of western number. (1991: 167-168)  
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enclosure is cut by a tree-trunk (the threshold log of the men’s house) into feasting and 

burial spaces, whereas the upright tree-trunk is cut by the ground into a subterranean 

(burial) and an above-ground, fruit-bearing (nurturant) half.  And the protocol of feasting 

begins with a kolume of feasters surrounding the food, and proceeds to the gala of cutting 

the pigs and consumption – a basic format to be enacted in either a kolume (closed) or gala 

(open) variant.  The relation kolume/gala ‘keeps its scale’… regardless of the level of 

magnification… [they] are fractal motifs that, very much like genders, stand between 

whole and part so that each can equally encompass the total relation. (Ibid: 169-170) 

 

We are not talking here, Wagner argues, about mere ethnographic phenomena but instead 

an actual mode of understanding.  Just as the Iqwaye say that by enumerating on the hand they are 

replicating the cosmogonic process of Omalyce’s self-creation in the form of five mud-men, the 

Barok understand themselves to be replicating here the relation of kolume/gala through a 

conceptual series of figure-ground reversals in the mortuary feast, which Wagner has analyzed in 

detail elsewhere.  The actual proceedings of the mortuary feast are worth exploring as it provides 

us with a compelling illustration of what we have been examining as a Melanesian preoccupation 

with turning every figure into a new ground, and every ground into a new figure.  I turn briefly to 

look at Wagner’s account of this in ‘Figure-Ground Reversal Among the Barok’ (1987).    

As we have seen, following the duality which organizes all of Barok social life, the 

mortuary feast is enacted in two basic formats, that of a kolume (closed) and a gala (open) variant.  

But it proceeds through three stages: besides an open and closed feast, there is also a dramatic 

“culminating” feast, in which the relation between the open and the closed feast is itself modified.  

Here the figure of the body we have been discussing as a fold between inside and outside spaces 

assumes the form of a forest tree, the latter being for the Barok the image of the life-process and, 

hence, said to possess “big meaning135.”   The stone enclosure (the taun, or “men’s house”) in 

which the feast is held is itself laid out in the image of a horizontal tree: at the entrance or the 

forepart of the space, the konono, is a stile carved in the shape of forked branches and likened to a 

“treetop” (the gala portion, since it is the place of nurturance, where attendees of the feast share 

food as though it were the fruits of the tree); while the rear part of the space, the ligu, is the burial 

ground of the matrilineal ancestors who are likened to the “roots” of the clan (the kolume portion, 

since it is the place of containment)136.  Now, what becomes apparent in the proceedings of the 

mortuary feast is a connected series of reversals and encompassments between gala and kolume, 

imaged as the forest tree being continually inverted upon itself.  

As Wagner accounts, when a person of one of the moieties passes away, the taun of that 

moiety turns itself into an image of “containment” (kolume).  This is enacted in part by imposing 

a set of behavioral constraints (lebe) prohibiting, amongst other things, loud talking and displays 

of anger.  But more crucially, the food that is brought in by the opposite moiety is prohibited from 

being taken out of the taun, while the pigs are made to face inwards towards the rear (the burial 

ground).  This “closed” form of the taun is congruent with the fact that the body of the deceased 

is thought at this time to be in the process of being absorbed by the roots of the clan, and two or 

three “closed” feasts are held to the effect.  Once the body is decomposed, however, the whole 

scenario is reversed on itself.  An “open” feast is held to mark the end of the period of restrictions 

and the taun now turns itself into an image of “nurturance” (gala): the food flows from the rear 

towards the front and are given away in large quantities to be brought out of the taun; and the pigs, 

                                                      
135 Cf. Wagner (1987: 57). 
136 Ibid: 58. 
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correspondingly, are now made to face outwards towards to the stile (“treetop”).  Whereas, then, 

in the closed feast, gala (branches, feast) acts as the ground for the figuration of kolume (roots, 

burial), in the open feast, kolume (the taun as container of the feast) acts as the ground for the 

figuration of gala (the feast).   

In the “culminating feast,” however, a remarkable double reversal occurs.  Whereas the 

closed and open feasts were held inside the taun, the feast itself is now taken outside.  And whereas 

it was the “imaginary” tree that was reversed upon itself in the reversal of positions between front 

and back orientations, now an “actual” tree is brought in from the forest and placed in the middle 

of the feasting grounds.  Thus, if in the previous two feasts the tree contained the feast, in the 

present one it is the feast which contains the tree.  But this is not all.  The forest tree itself is planted 

in the ground upside down with its roots exposed in the air, and the pigs piled on top of them (this 

is one of the reasons, incidentally, for the name of the final feast: Una Ya Kaba, “base of the tree 

feast”).  According to Wagner, since the tree stands as the very image of life and the Barok social 

order, the Barok can be understood here as attempting to overturn the very basis of their existence, 

refiguring themselves as the inverse of what they normally are and obey.  In his words: 

  

Feasting and burial are collapsed together and shown to be one and the same thing in an 

act that Barok refer to as “cooking the pigs on top of the ancestors,” “cooking the souls of 

the dead,” or “finishing all thought of the dead.”  Since feasting and burial are equivalent 

to elicitation and containment, paternity and maternity, and thus also to the ways in which 

the moieties interrelate and are constituted, the kaba accomplishes the negation of gender 

and of the moiety distinction – indeed of all social categories in Barok culture.  This is 

especially clear in the positioning of the winawu, a man, atop the pigs, for he takes the 

place of the tree’s taproot, which before had been identified with the original ancestress of 

a clan.  The nubile young women seated around the base of the kaba on stylized “branches” 

correspondingly take the role normally ascribed to men, marrying into other clans and 

giving them nurturance.  The young women at the kaba are in fact spoken of as “food,” as 

if they were fruit dangling upward from imaginary branches of the inverted, underground 

tree.” (Ibid: 61) 

 

It is important to note that “figure-ground reversal” is not a descriptor, but a literal 

translation of the Barok concept, “pire-wuo,” which is referred to as a “power” to compel the 

reversal of perspectives in the viewer and display the eminently transformable nature of human 

being by reflecting its inherent otherness. (Ibid: 62) Indeed, because it is in likeness to an image 

that Barok sociality is itself organized137, the transformations of the tree-image in the kaba here 

should not be grasped as a “metaphor,” but something closer to the idea of an “imaginal world” as 

it is theorized in the mystical traditions of the West – by Meister Eckhart138, for instance – that is 

to say, the work of a real imagination, which is quite different from that of an “imagined reality.”   

                                                      
137 As Wagner writes: “Because it is articulated through images, Barok social structure also reflects, reciprocally, the 

properties of image itself, elicitation and containment.  It contains, and it also elicits, the totality of life and life-

process.” (Ibid: 57) 
138 Cf. Eckhart’s Sermons and Treatises, Volume 1: “There are many master who claim that this image [of the soul] is 

born of will and intellect, but this is not so.  I say rather that this image is an expression of itself without will and 

without intellect. […] Hold up a mirror before me, and whether I want to or not, without will and without intellectual 

knowledge of myself I am imaged in the mirror.  This image is not of the mirror, and it is not of itself, but this image 

is most of all in him from whom it takes its being and its nature.  When the mirror is taken away from me, then I am 

no longer imaged in the mirror, for I am myself the image. (1979: 121) 
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In this specific sense, the whole series of reversals between figure and ground culminating 

in this final overturning of the relation itself between figure and ground can be understood as a 

process in which Barok persons attempt to demonstrate to themselves, in Wagner’s words, that 

“the inversion [of their social order] makes as much sense as the order it inverts – that a feast on 

tree roots is indeed a feast (as well as the burial of all burials), that a man can be a taproot of a 

maternal line, that young women, who constitute lineages, can also be seen as nurturance bestowed 

elsewhere.” (Ibid: 61) In short, the transformations concern the question of being itself.  As Wagner 

goes on to state:  

 

the significance contained in the kaba image is larger and more intense than any verbal 

interpretation could encompass.  It implication, however, is perfectly clear.  If feasting and 

containment are completely interchangeable, and there is no difference between the 

moieties or the gender-roles they manifest, then the force behind society cannot simply 

consist of categories or substantives such as arbitrary social distinctions, human body 

functions, gender, or nurturance.  These are but… society’s illusions, to be projected or 

dispelled at will by the power of image-transformations, iri lolos.   

The kaba is the revelation of a transcendental power over society, rather than a 

statement of the things society is about, its principles, forces, ideals, or goals. […] [A]s 

with a significant work of art, the true power of the kaba lies in the transformations of 

meaning that it elicits in its audience… [it is] an image of transformation formed by the 

transformation of an image.  If so rarefied a basis for human social order seems a bit too 

far removed from everyday affairs for easy credence, then consider a definition of mankind 

offered by the Tolai people of Rabaul, speakers of a language closely related to Barok.  The 

Tolai say that man is a tabapot, a figure-ground reversal, forever desiring that which is 

outside of his form (body), only to hunger again for the human form once the external has 

been attained. (Ibid: 61-62, emphasis in original) 

 

Returning to the issue of the “unity” between figure and ground, we see more clearly that 

the matter with holographic reproduction of the kolume/gala is nothing but the image of 

transformation itself, in the same way that Omalyce’s oneness is nothing else than the “one” split 

into the five unities of the mud-men (or hand) which stands as the figures of himself as ground.  

The “holography of reproduction” thus appears as a reproduction of the very image of 

reproduction, in which one image (ground) turns into another (figure) so as to image the 

transformational unity by which they are both extensions of each other by being interchangeable 

instances.  In her brilliant commentary of this, Strathern has herself written:  

 

The perception elicited by these practices exceeds the anthropological convention that 

images are open to multiple interpretations, affording different tropes.  The perception is 

rather than images contain other images – the upright tree growing in the ground anticipates 

the inverted tree with its roots in the air. […] The inverted mortuary tree becomes an 

outgrowth from the idea of an upright tree in the forest or of the horizontal ‘tree’ of the 

enclosure for that matter.  The turning is literally tropic.  Growth, reversal, cutting, are all 

Melanesian metaphors for the way in which one image displaces another.  Consequently, 

one image elicited from another displaces it in the same way as a body may be opened to 

reveal the other bodies it contains: a bamboo bursts to shows the persons within; a boy 

grows into a man.  An act of severance connects what is separated: one ‘cuts open’ an 
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exchange partnership to make valuables move between donor and recipient. […] Insofar 

as figure-ground reversal presents ground as potential figure, the movement implies that 

figures ‘cut out’ of the ground are not figures added to it.  But nor are they fragments, and 

this is not a part-whole relationship.  Rather figure and ground work in two dimensions.  

They are self-scaling – not two perspectives as it were, but a perspective seen twice, ground 

as another figure, figure as another ground.”  (1991: 113) 

 

 

At this point, it would seem as though we have moved quite far away from the issue of “the 

environment” with which we began, but it is not difficult to see that we are only a half-step away 

from the more “literal” environmental problems in cases such as the Duna and the Yonggom where 

pollution and ecological degradation are not only understood to take the form of a social relation 

but also routinely as a new ground upon which people anticipate themselves to become the new 

figures.  One imagines a Yonggom person asking herself: if the ground has changed, then who are 

we? What will we be?  Indeed, this is exactly what Kirsch has himself reported in a more recent 

article ‘Social Relation and the Green Critique of Capitalism in Melanesia’. The foremost worry 

among the Yonggom elders, he tells us, are with regard to aman dana, “the children of the future.”  

Will they continue to know the names of the bird and the animals which populate their myths and 

their forests?  Will they be able to garden and cultivate sago?  Kirsch writes: 

 

The experience of the people exposed to pollution from the Ok Tedi mine suggests the need 

to think in alternative temporal scales, including the requirements of reproducing society. 

[…] Yonggom narratives about the effects of mining have recently taken the form of 

fatalistic commentaries on contemporary life.  In a discussion with several long-term 

informants in the town of Kiunga, one person told me that, because of the mine, the current 

generation has “no life” and “whatever we do [in protest against the mine], we are 

finished.”  Another person echoed this sentiment by saying “we are destroyed.”  The other 

people present expressed their agreement.  […]  These sentiments correspond with the 

emphasis the Yonggom place on social relations rather than the individual persons and 

illustrate the extensibility of these relationships into the future. (2008: 294, emphases 

added) 

 

Now although Kirsch does not himself make this suggestion, it would not be wrong to infer 

from these sentiments, which are by all indications persistent and widespread across Melanesia, 

that it is because they are indeed already seeing themselves from the point of view of the future – 

“the anticipated outcome” – that the existential anxiety about “the children of the future” spoken 

of here is being generated, rather than the reverse scenario of the sense of the lack of a future which 

would seem to be obviously the case.  For, as we have seen, the “reproduction of society” would 

make little sense to Melanesians if it were not seen in the image of the unity of figure and ground.   

Yet without automatically reducing this to a pragmatic problem of understanding 

“Melanesian representations of the environment” in the context of ecological change, we can 

perhaps take the certain presence here of the “assimilative logic” of the Melanesian social 

(understood as the cosmos) we have been discussing in different ways from the beginning, the way 

in which Melanesians view the interiority and exteriority of beings as versions or transformations 

of one another, to be just the kind of perspective that is needed today where the changing ground 

of our reality is posing to us the question, precisely, of who we are as figures on this new Earth.  
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Under this aspect, Wagner’s words on the problem of perspective in An Anthropology of the 

Subject: Holographic Worldview in New Guinea and Its Meaning and Significance for the World 

of Anthropology acquires today all the existential nuances of the same kind of urgency with which 

perception itself perhaps first began: “The problem of “viewpoint” or perspective, of one plot or 

scheme of reality juxtaposed upon or set within another, “seeing double” in ordinary space, is the 

problem of reality itself.  It is not a product of perception or the differentiated sensing of things, 

but the original, the “sense” necessary for perception.” (2001: 173-174) 
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Closing Remarks:  

 

… the Beginning of the World? 

 

 

We must listen to the wheat growing, encourage secret potentialities, awaken all the vocations to 

live together that history holds in reserve.  

 

--- Claude Lévi-Strauss, Race and History 

 

 

 

In the preceding pages, I have attempted to argue that, in the exigencies of our times on an 

Anthropocenic Earth, the task that looms before us is not just, however important it is, one of 

looking for other human ways to view and to relate with “Nature,” but to actually adopt another 

viewpoint, and an entirely other conception of a viewpoint, in which neither “the Human” nor 

“Nature” remain the same referents or, more crucially, remain the same entities of which we speak.  

I am neither an environmentalist nor an ecologist, and I believe it is neither in my interest nor that 

the other beings on Earth to promote yet another form of “respect for Nature,” the idea of which 

is largely based on the modern fantasy of a “pristine wilderness” into which human presence is 

imagined as entering only to despoil.  That this fantasy, as Raymond Williams139 has pointed out, 

arose in the modern West only once the Industrial Revolution was at its historic zenith (in the same 

way that “conservation” of natural parks became an ecological practice only once the destruction 

of the multi-natural worlds which once thrived there was near total) should be revealing enough to 

make us turn elsewhere.  The problem we face is not one whose answer lies in some requirement 

to “leave the Earth alone” since we are, and have always been, indissociably bound up with it; and 

the coming of the Anthropocene is teaching us very well that this is ever more so precisely when 

we imagine our social actions to belong to a separate “domain” of reality.  It is not difficult to 

see, besdies, that such an idea is just another version of the abstract separation of beings instituted 

by the Nature-Culture dichotomy140.  In fact, the question has never been whether or not to 

intervene in the affairs of the Earth and those of all the beings like ourselves with whom we live 

and exist, but just how we have done so and will necessarily continue to do so.  How could it be 

otherwise?   

I have chosen to foreground the metaphysical realities of two anthropomorphic worlds – 

the Amerindian and the Melanesian – for this very reason.  In the other images of thought which 

they present to us, we glimpse the possibility of entirely “humanized” worlds that do not, for all 

that, presuppose “the human species” as its center or take “human thought” to be identical with 

meaning.  Instead, we have seen that the being we call Human is even defined by points of view 

radically extrinsic to itself, so that its very existence can best be understood as variable or as a 

variant of others, while the principle of personhood is strikingly extended to the kind of beings we 

call nonhuman.  Indeed, they are embodiments of the idea that an anthropomorphic world is not 

just distinct from, but can also effectively forestall, an anthropocentric one.  For in the extension 

of “human” capacities to every being on Earth, every other becomes essentially both ground and 

limit-condition of the self.   

                                                      
139 Cf. Williams (2005), ‘Ideas of Nature’, pp. 67-85. 
140 Cf. Cronon (1995), Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature. 
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What is pertinent in all of this is not the ideality or viability of some obscure “cultural” 

model of life where humans are seen to “live in harmony with the Earth,” restoring to us the image 

of a more direct expression of “human nature” we believe to have lost to modern “civilization,” 

but the properly transcendental equivocation of the categories of Nature and the Human which 

points to entirely different modes of composing the world per se and the fact that Being has been 

thought of on very different terms and with very different concepts141 than those of Ancient (Greco-

Roman), Medieval and Modern European traditions of thought142.   

In the second chapter, we have thus seen how the Amerindian concept of multi-naturalism 

radically upends the metaphysical presuppositions of modern multiculturalism by its symmetrical 

inversion of the predicates of nature and culture so that Minds become the most universal property 

of being, and Bodies, the site of the least similarity but also the most intense interest as a 

differentiator of perspectives.  One of the key aspects of this cosmic reversal, as I have shown, is 

that the entities which we normally see as “natural” are treated rather as social and moral entities, 

if not indeed kin-people with whom human-persons (in our sense of “human” here) therefore exist 

in an essential relationship; an aspect whose significance and relevance for our Anthropocenic 

subjectivization of the Earth should be rather obvious without further explication.   

In the third chapter, similarly, we have gone into some detail in examining the Melanesian 

concept of a “continuous sociality” wherein “human conventions” are innately identified with the 

matter of the world itself whose relational “flow” thereby becomes organized into a differentiated 

series of folds so that the ontological dimensions of interiority and exteriority of beings are 

understood as (in)versions of one another.  This has as its corollary not only the idea that all beings 

are related as analogous types of persons (even if they are not “human” in the Amazonian sense) 

but also the idea of “subjective” and “objective” realms of reality, or what Melanesians more 

appropriately call “inside” and “outside,” as ceaselessly acting towards each other, now as 

“figure,” and now as “ground,” the significance of which, once again, should be clear, given that 

it seems to mirror almost exactly – although more in the sense of a two-way mirror – our present 

condition on the Anthropocenic Earth which has emerged both as a new figure of Reality and thus 

also a new ground on which we have now to redefine ourselves as the figures.  

In both cases, furthermore, what is presupposed is that being’s most immediate condition 

in the real is as a relational entity through and through, “identity” itself becoming actual only as 

an achievement, an exceptional outcome of a complex work of differentiations and separations out 

of the integrated matrix in which all beings are primordially caught, rather than something already 

“given” as a raw elementary unit of the universe to which relations would figure secondarily.  

Hence the idea that we are necessarily related to a larger world has the status not of an ultimate 

aim to be reached, such as we imagine it to be, but an initial problem of determining just how to 

separate from one another in the first place so that we can appear to one another as distinct entities.  

The Amerindian and Melanesian adage “we are all related” thus carries the import or expresses, 

the same type of philosophical problem of immediacy as does the Modern adage “I am my own 

self” in an analogous way.   

In ‘The Metaphysics of the Extra-Moderns: On the Decolonization of Thought’, Viveiros 

de Castro explains the metaphysical alterity of this conception of Being, while thinking, 

incidentally, on the connection between his work and that of Wagner’s:  

   

                                                      
141 Cf. Charbonnier, Salmon, & Skafish, Comparative Metaphysics: Ontology After Anthropology (2017).  
142 I would, of course, include “American,” or U.S American, philosophical thought in the same lineage. 
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To paraphrase Wagner: our problem is that we start with a world made of points, and then 

we worry about putting in lines to connect them.  In other words, we begin with a universe 

of elementary particles and then have to establish relations between them.  Social life is 

about instituting relations between things that are not related ontologically; the relations 

come after the terms.  The terms are given, the raw objects are given, by nature or what 

have you, whereas relations are manmade.  The “Indian” view – and here Wagner lumps 

Amerindians together with Balinese, New Guineans, and so forth – starts from the other 

end.  The Indians begin with relations, and for them the real problem is how to produce 

people out of relations, how to make stable identities out of relational fluxes.  In many such 

worlds, the problem is not how to relate but how to separate.  Everything is already too 

much related in these worlds, and the cultural task is to establish spaces for 

nonrelationality.  To begin with, from the Indian perspective, you have to stabilize human 

identities in particular, because, remember, everything is human.  “What kind of human are 

you?” is the question.  If jaguars see me as a wild pig, then what am I, actually?  I see 

myself as a human, but the jaguar doesn’t, and I know that jaguars see themselves as 

humans, although I don’t; I see them as jaguars. That is a very dangerous world, as the 

position of the subject is always up for grabs.  It is disputed every time you encounter 

another being.  Let’s say you meet an enemy in the forest: a typical ritual would involve 

his saying, “I am human, I am not a spirit, I am not an animal; I am human like you.”  

Everybody knows he is human, obviously, but the point is that everybody knows 

empirically and not transcendentally. It’s in this way that relations are prior to terms, and 

terms have to be extracted from relations in order to be produced. Hence, many 

metaphysical anxieties that exist in the modern West do not exist in Wagner’s so-called 

Indian worlds.  (2016: 411) 

 

As I have suggested throughout, if it has become necessary for us to grapple with the 

problem of “anthropogenic” climate change, it is going to be a question of knowing, first of all, 

who or what “Human” can and might to refer to before we even begin to talk about the “crisis of 

humanity” and of “human meaning.”  The problem of the new Anthropocenic commons is this 

formidable problem of the “we”; and this is because, as we have said, what we are facing is not 

something whose response belongs to a familiar “us” even if it is indeed going to take all of us to 

face up to what is in the process of happening, to learn (finally for the Moderns!) to compose a 

common world143 along with others.  Stengers has put this very well when she wrote: “Learning 

to compose will need many names, not a global one, the voices of many peoples, knowledges, and 

earthly practices.  It belongs to a process of multifold creation, the terrible difficulty of which it 

would be foolish and dangerous to underestimate but which it would be suicidal to think of as 

impossible.  There will be no response other than the barbaric if we do not learn to couple together 

multiple, divergent struggles and engagements in this process of creation, as hesitant and 

stammering as it may be.” (2015: 50, emphasis in original) 

The metaphysics of the Amerindians and the Melanesians should be thought of less in the 

frame of “solutions144” than of invitations to begin this collective work of imagining another mode 

of being human per se, one that precisely does not start from the question of its “place” in the 

cosmos as the crown jewel of the world’s “soul,” since, as we have shown, the matter of what is 

                                                      
143 I am using this term in Latour’s sense here.  
144 After all, “problems” and “problem-solving” are quite different things, and they invoke quite different modes of 

theoretical and practical responses.  In much of the talk of the climate crisis, it is the latter which is often foregrounded.  
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continuous and what is discontinuous with regard to bodies and minds are distributed differently 

to begin with, and their questions of similarity and difference, consequently, located elsewhere 

and presented otherwise.  Doesn’t everything hinge today on the problem of the equivocal status 

of the Human, the problem of an ontological variation where the apparently most indubitable of 

all essences, that of human being, has been thrown into the deepest form of doubt for the Moderns?  

In its intrinsic capacity to generate different forms of thought, anthropology, it seems to 

me, is probably one of the better situated disciplines in the Humanities to attempt a proper 

specification of the planetary conditions under which we might say “we145.”  But this in turn will 

have to rely on the realization, especially here in the United States, that it is high time to move 

beyond the analyses of “societies” and “cultures” (which has really amounted to a tacit acceptance 

of modern ontology as the universal form of thought) towards what have generally been considered 

metaphysical questions, since what we have always been dealing with are indeed different 

ontological distributions of the world, proper modes of being and “worlding146,” rather than views 

on a world already understood.  “Ontology becomes the discourse of anthropology,” as Maniglier 

has very incisively argued, “because the notion of being appears as the most powerful of the 

comparative operators under investigation.  This doesn’t mean that it’s the least determinate, but 

rather that it’s the most intense, the one that requires the greatest displacement and disorientation.  

The idea of culture is just the consequence of a certain ‘ontology’.” 

   

We have to be radical here: what we mean by ‘ontology’ is not a ‘theory’ concerning Being, 

or even ideas or an ‘understanding’ [entente] of Being; we mean the ways in which 

something can be determined as a being.  Evans-Pritchard’s informant was right to say that 

witches might not exist in Europe, but they do exist over there, in the country of the Zande.  

Such a statement should not be understood as a simple neutralization of the question (‘to 

each their own’); rather, it invites us to redefine ourselves (and the Zande) by the set of 

operations that have to be performed on our ontology in order to understand why there are 

sorcerers back there, but not over here.  It is not a question of accepting that whatever 

someone or other declares exists does, indeed, exist, but of better understanding what 

actually exists in our world by contrast [différence] with what exists in others. (2014: 38) 

 

 It is important to understand that this is not meant as a gesture of “generosity,” but rather 

a simple acknowledgement of the fact that this earth is something that we have to share with others, 

given that there is no escape, despite what the geoengineers try to tell us, from the reciprocal 

constraints by which we were first given life, which thus includes all the great variations of being 

and thought that always already encompasses us and exists within us.  And if we listen to peoples 

of the First Nations, or even Lovelock, we come to see that more than something we must share, 

Earth is indeed a being with whom we must live in order to given a place in a world which was 

never just our own.    

 

                                                      
145 I am thinking here on the very prescient comment made by Viveiros de Castro to Skafish in their dialogue in ‘The 

Metaphysics of the Extra-Moderns’: “If the thought of other peoples and of the Other in general are necessary 

conditions for thinking, then you can no longer say “we” without specifying who the hell we are.  We is a much more 

dangerous pronoun than I… when you say “we,” a claim is made with some global collective identity in support of it, 

and philosophers are really, really fond of saying “we” without further specification… What and who the hell are 

“we”? I think anthropology could be defined as the science of specifying the necessary conditions of saying “we.” 

(2016: 414) 
146 This is Descola’s (2014) term.  
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