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 � ABSTRACT: h e ethnography of lowland South American societies has occupied a 
central place in recent debates concerning what has been called the ‘ontological 
turn’ in anthropology. h e concepts of ‘animism’ and ‘perspectivism’, which have 
been revigorated through studies of Amerindian ontologies, i gure increasingly in 
the ethnographies of non-Amerindian peoples and in anthropological theory more 
generally. h is article traces the theoretical and empirical background of these con-
cepts, beginning with the inl uence of Lévi-Strauss’s work on the anthropology of 
Philippe Descola and Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, and proceeding with their impact 
on Amazonian ethnography. It then investigates the problems that two alternative 
traditions—one combining a cognitivist with a pragmaticist approach, the other a 
phenomenological one—pose to recent studies of Amazonian ontologies that rely 
on the concepts of animism and perspectivism. h e article concludes by considering 
how animism and perspectivism af ect our descriptions of Amerindian society and 
politics, highlighting the new challenges that studies of Amerindian ontologies have 
begun to address. 
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A lingoa de que usam, toda pela costa, … carece de tres letras, convem a 
saber, nam se acha nella F, nem L, nem R, cousa digna despanto porque 
assi nam têm Fé, nem Lei, nem Rei, e desta maneira vivem desordenada-
mente sem terem alem disto conta, nem peso, nem medida.1 

— Pero de Magalhães Gandavo, História da Província Santa Cruz, a que 
vulgarmente chamamos Brasil (1576)

Since the beginning of European colonization, the people of lowland South America were 
characterized by a triple absence: they had no faith, no law, and no king. In other words, no 
religion, society, or state; three things that, at the time, necessarily implied each other. Indig-
enous people could therefore only live in total disorder, which was the verdict of the Portu-
guese chronicler Pero de Magalhães Gandavo, the i rst person to capture this triple absence 
in a concise formula. To these dei ciencies, Gandavo added a fourth: there was no rule, no 
standard of measurement. Everything was settled on an ad hoc basis in a hic et nunc world.
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Four centuries later, anthropology is still struggling to come to terms with this very same 
imagery. A large part of mid- to late-twentieth century South American anthropology has 
been dedicated to working out this ‘obscure enigma’, as Von Martius labeled it in the nine-
teenth century. What kind of existence is possible for people living outside of the sacred 
triangle of law, religion, and the state? Modernist anthropology (which surfaced late in our 
anthropologically forgotten corner of the world), would respond to this question in the 1960s 
and 1970s in an optimistic vein: life outside of the sacred triangle is, quite simply, the best 
life possible. If Amerindians have no law, no religion, and no state, they have the conviviality 
of kinship, a heterodox form of religiosity and chiefs-without-power who are serfs to their 
people.

Pierre Clastres is probably the anthropologist most responsible for this shit  in tone. He 
founded a new political anthropology, whose aim was to explain how indigenous peoples had 
resisted the unifying thrust of the state, which he argued to be dependent on an irreversible 
division within society. Clastres was more dii  dent concerning religion, accepting that pow-
erful shamans could potentially become authoritarian leaders and sow the seeds of the state. 
What kind of religious leaders, then, were Amerindian shamans? What kind of politics re-
sulted from shamanic ontologies and practices? If there was a political anthropology against 
the state, what would an anthropology of religion against religion look like?

Clastres’s premature death prevented him from answering these questions in his witty and 
provocative manner. h e issues behind them, however, lingered among us, marking the sub-
sequent developments of what one could call an anthropology of religion in lowland South 
America. Unexpectedly, the answers came not from any political model, but from the dis-
solution of the concept of society and a widening of the i eld of social relations. In the wake 
of a new environmental awareness, an old lesson taught by Irving Hallowell i nally came to 
be fully appreciated:

In the social sciences and psychology, ‘persons’ and human beings are categorically identi-
i ed. h is identii cation is inherent in the concept of ‘society’ and ‘social relations’. … Yet 
this obviously involves a radical abstraction if, from the standpoint of the people being 
studied, the concept of ‘person’ is not, in fact, synonymous with human beings but tran-
scends it. (Hallowell 1960: 21)

In this case, studies of so-called social organization could not be limited to relations among 
humans, but would have to incorporate non-human persons within their scope:

[I]f in the world view of a people, ‘persons’ as a class include entities other than human 
beings, then our objective approach is not adequate for presenting an accurate description 
of ‘the way a man, in a particular society, sees himself in relation to all else’. (ibid.)

If the study of social organization must include ‘relations to all else’, and if ‘all else’ includes 
‘other than human beings’ that can appear as persons, then it is no dif erent from the study of 
religion. Both are part of a wider i eld, which incorporates all that we used to exclude from 
the realm of social relations (and included in other domains, such as nature and artifacts). 
h e consequences of Hallowell’s insights were not appreciated at the time, although a few 
specialists on the sub-Arctic and Arctic partially followed his hints.2 It was arguably only in 
the late 1990s that it had a real impact on anthropological theory, particularly through the 
work of Tim Ingold (2000). It was subsequently incorporated by almost all authors writing on 
shamanistic ontologies in South America, North America, and Siberia.

h ere was a theoretical shit  underway in the early 1990s, which has changed how we 
dei ne the frontiers between things and persons, individual and society, as well as nature and 
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culture.3 h e three key i gures behind this intellectual movement are Ingold (1986, 2000), 
Strathern (1988, 1999, 2005), and Latour (1993, 1996, 1999), but this time Amazonian an-
thropology did not take the backseat.4 Two Amazonianists have actively contributed to the 
redei nition of what counts as a person and as a social relation, and consequently of what 
anthropology is meant to study: Descola (1986, 1992, 1996, 2005) and Viveiros de Castro 
(1996, 1998, 2002, 2009b). 

Despite their wide resonances, the contributions of these two anthropologists have a par-
ticular Amazonian l avor and theoretical inl exion: emerging from the monumental Ameri-
canist legacy of Claude Lévi-Strauss, they resuscitated a long-buried anthropological concept 
(animism) and rei gured an enduring philosophical one (perspectivism).

h e Triumph of Chromatism

Lévi-Strauss’s impact on the anthropology of the Americas stems not only from his theories, 
which have had an enormous inl uence on the discipline as a whole. It also stems from the 
fact that these theories were primarily developed from the ethnography of the New World 
and that they propose theses that specii cally engage with the anthropology of the native peo-
ples of the region (Coelho de Souza and Fausto 2004; Gow 2001: 298–302; Viveiros de Castro 
1999: 150–51). Nowhere is this more evident than in Lévi-Strauss’s study of the transforma-
tions of Amerindian myths in space and time (Lévi-Strauss 1964, 1966, 1968, 1971, 1985, 
1991). At the heart of this colossal enterprise is the idea that, in their diversity, Amerindian 
cultures and societies are transformations of an underlying logic that does not reveal itself in 
the ethnography of any given group, but which is partially and dif erentially manifest in all 
of them (Gow 2001: 300). h e Mythologiques is the necessary starting point for our rel ection 
on Amazonian anthropology insofar as it draws the contours of issues that have constantly 
re-emerged in the literature since the 1970s. 

h is does not mean that anthropologists working in the region have simply given conti-
nuity to Lévi-Strauss’s project. On the contrary, during the 1980s and 1990s most English-
speaking authors either explicitly rejected the structuralist legacy (Hill 1988; Overing 1999; 
Turner 1991) or withdrew from it by focusing on new themes and looking for new approaches 
(Basso 1987; Graham 1995; Urban 1996). Most criticism was directed against Lévi-Strauss’s 
distinction between cold and hot societies, the privilege of synchronic models, the absence 
of human agency in his models, and the under-thematization of gender relations. If these 
authors were admittedly working outside of the structuralist tradition, there were a number 
of others, most of them settled in Brazil or in France, who continued to work from within 
Lévi-Strauss’s legacy, even when they were critical of it.5

Descola and Viveiros de Castro, for example, had been exploring aspects of Lévi-Strauss’s 
work since the early 1980s. h e common thread underlying both Descola’s treatment of the 
relation between nature and culture among the Achuar (1994) and Viveiros de Castro’s study 
of the relation between humanity and divinity among the Araweté (1992), is the privilege 
that they confer to the continuous over the discrete. If Lévi-Strauss had stressed the classii -
catory and analytical reason common to all humanity, which he argued to be at the root of 
both our science and their science of the concrete, Descola and Viveiros de Castro were more 
interested in exploring the continuity existing, respectively, between animals and humans 
(nature and culture), and humans and gods (culture and supernature). h ey thus took a cen-
tral theme in Lévi-Strauss’s work—one he had brandished against Lévy-Bruhl’s legacy—and 
subverted it, by exploring the undercurrent of the sensible logic he had investigated.
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Viveiros de Castro’s book (1992) on the Tupi-Guarani speaking Araweté is an excursion 
into sacrii cial l ux against classii catory totemic reason. h is contrast is framed through 
an ethnographically concrete counterpart: the socially amorphous and cannibalistic Tupi-
Guarani are described against the backdrop of the dialectical and crystalline Jê-speaking 
groups of central Brazil. Whereas the latter are obsessed with establishing clear-cut internal 
social divisions and the relations between them, the former are geared toward the violent 
incorporation of the exterior. In Lévi-Straussian (1962a, 1962b) terms, this opposition is 
framed as one between totemic and sacrii cial (or metaphorical and metonymical) societies. 

Araweté sociology does not display any particularly remarkable pattern unless one takes 
relationships with their gods as a part of the total social i eld. It is then that they become par-
ticularly interesting because their gods are cannibal others, who convert the Araweté dead 
into immortals by eating them. Araweté eschatology appears as a structural transformation 
of sixteenth-century Tupinambá cannibalism.6 h e classical sacrii cial triad is here converted 
into a relation of predation between the living and the gods. h e latter occupy the position 
of the enemy, and are at the center of Araweté social life, much as the captive, killed and 
devoured in the plaza, was the focus of Tupinambá ritual. h e center of society, concludes 
Viveiros de Castro, is the enemy: “[T]he relationship with the enemy is anterior and superior 
to society’s relationship to itself, rescuing it from an indif erent and natural self-identity” 
(1992: 301).7 

h e interplay of identity and alterity, the self and the other, which is given prominence 
in Viveiros de Castro’s work is, in fact, a characteristic theme of twentieth-century French 
philosophy (Descombes 1979) that had an exceptional impact on Amazonian ethnography.8 
Indeed, it became a hallmark of French Americanism, strengthened by Lévi-Strauss’s empha-
sis on alterity, which can be traced back to an article published in 1942 on the social use of 
kinship terms among Brazilian indians and forward to the Story of Lynx (see Coelho de Souza 
and Fausto 2004), thus covering almost the full breadth of his Americanist work. 

h is inl uence makes the Amazonianist tradition into one of the most philosophically 
oriented regional anthropologies—a state of af airs that has led it to be criticized by African-
ists for being far too ‘idealistic’ (see Taylor 1984). With a clear predominance of structural-
ist and, later, post-structuralist paradigms, Amazonian anthropology has always had an eye 
toward Parisian intellectual debates. It is therefore not by chance that Viveiros de Castro’s 
work combines Lévi-Strauss’s anthropology with Deleuze’s philosophy. In fact, Deleuze and 
Guatari’s A h ousand Plateaus makes its mark on much of the book on the Araweté: the 
notion of ‘becoming’ (devenir), or more precisely ‘other-becoming’, which confers emphasis 
on alteration (versus identii cation) as the basic operation of the cannibal cogito, is an under-
lying thread of Viveiros de Castro’s ethnography.

Unlike Viveiros de Castro, who engaged with post-structuralist French philosophy, Desc-
ola’s ethnography sought to reconi gure the relationship between nature and culture in op-
position to American eco-functionalism and vulgar Marxism. His monographic study of the 
Jivaroan Achuar is explicitly framed as an ef ort to bridge the antinomy between two ap-
proaches that accord dif erent weight to the polar extremes of the nature/culture dichotomy: 
one that considers nature “an object upon which to exercise thought,” and another that sees 
“cultural manifestations as epiphenomena of nature’s ‘natural’ work” (Descola 1994: 2). 

If Lévi-Strauss’s somewhat humble assertion that the Mythologiques is a study of the pas-
sage from nature to culture (e.g., Lévi-Strauss and Éribon 1990: 186–87) is taken literally, 
Descola’s work explores the interface between these poles by showing how Achuar praxis 
straddles the great divide and forces us to reconceptualize this overarching dichotomy. If, 
furthermore, the passage from nature to culture is coterminous with a passage from the con-
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tinuous to the discrete, Descola’s ethnography of Achuar relations with their socialized envi-
ronment suggests that they impose a continuity between the social and natural domains. 

As such, Achuar engagement with the environment is a symmetrical inversion of Lévi-
Strauss’s dei nition of the logic of totemic classii cation, in which natural discontinuities are 
seen to be homologous to social segments. Where totemism postulates analogies between the 
discontinuities of dif erent series (Lévi-Strauss 1962b: 20), the Achuar establish a continuity 
between humans and non-humans, as the Araweté do between humans and gods. If the ques-
tions that guided Descola’s ethnography dif ered from those of Viveiros de Castro, his con-
clusions nonetheless stress the metonymical qualities of Achuar praxis over the metaphorical 
divisions of totemic thought.

A new way of reading Lévi-Strauss’s work was taking form through these two monographs; 
it privileged the continuities of socio-cosmic relations with others against the discreteness of 
an analytical reason, which imposes itself on a material substrate. h is was something of a 
backtrack movement, a sort of Lévi-Bruhlian revenge against Lévi-Strauss, but carried out 
in name of the latter and with his blessing (Lévi-Strauss 1993; Lévi-Strauss and Viveiros de 
Castro 1998). h is is probably due to the inl ection that writing the Mythologiques produced 
in Lévi-Strauss’s work. Vilaça (2010) stresses this point, by reminding us of a well-known 
passage of h e Raw and the Cooked: “In seeking to imitate the spontaneous movement of 
mythological thought, this essay … has had to conform to the requirements of that thought 
and to respect its rhythm.”9

One thus understands how Lévi-Strauss could have been recovered by authors who had 
been constantly exploring “the dark side of the Structuralist moon” (Viveiros de Castro 2008: 
106). h is radical engagement with Lévi-Strauss’s project and with the ethnography of the 
Americas has led many to argue that the Mythologiques already contained and preempted 
much of the criticism that was later to be leveled at it. Peter Gow (2001), for example, would 
render myths as historical objects, ai  rming Lévi-Strauss’s importance in our understandings 
of Indigenous conceptions of history against Eurocentric ones.10 Viveiros de Castro (2009b: 
11), for his part, would recognize in Lévi-Strauss “the founder of post-structuralism”, re-
reading the latter’s work as Deleuze used to read his favorite philosophers: by applying a 
twist, which in this case means exploring the consequences of Deleuze and Guattari’s project 
of a ‘generalized chromatism’ (see also Viveiros de Castro 2009: 9).11 Finally, Descola (2005, 
2009) would not only resume the study of ‘systems of transformations’ begun in h e Savage 
Mind, but would also show that the opposition between nature and culture, so ot en criti-
cized as being an immutable dualism of structuralist anthropology, can equally be read in a 
chromatic register that takes into account the specii cities of local conceptions of ‘nature’ and 
‘culture’.

From Structure to Ontologies

h e restoration of chromatism is part of a more general revolt against the ‘moderns’ and re-
turn to the ‘ancients’. Even though the modernist l ame began to extinguish itself at er 1968, 
the process was only vested with a gripping phraseology in the social sciences with Bruno 
Latour’s We Have Never Been Modern (1993). Modernity came to be seen as an objective il-
lusion that i ltered the continuity of the world, purifying it into discrete, clear-cut categories. 
h e modern constitution had been established through an epistemological dichotomy be-
tween nature and culture, and it was overturned by an ontological movement: the prolifera-
tion of hybrid entities. A new vocabulary substituted our basic categories: in place of the 3 Ss 
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(structure, system, society), we started using an entirely dif erent set of concepts (ontology, 
network, sociality) to describe the social world.

h e ‘ontological turn’ in the social sciences, or the project of an ontological anthropol-
ogy (or of anthropology as ‘comparative ontography’, as Holbraad [2003] has phrased it), 
stems from this movement back into pre-modernity that is at the same time a step into post-
modernity.12 If Lévi-Strauss dignii ed the savage mind by approximating it to science, be-
cause both are expressions of the same analytical reasoning, our contemporary movement 
goes in the opposite direction. It dethrones science by making it a specii c chapter of a spe-
cii c ontology that exists among a whole range of dif erent ontologies that all have the same 
value. Symmetry is the name of the game. 

In this context, we have witnessed the resurgence of ‘animism’, an old anthropological 
concept that used to dei ne religious beliefs of a number of ‘non-civilized’ people. h e an-
thropologist who is most responsible for refashioning the concept and renewing it within 
the Americanist tradition is Philippe Descola (1992, 1996, 2005). His theory of animism, 
initially set out in 1992, is a generalization of his conclusions on the relationship between na-
ture and society among the Achuar. Having identii ed a conceptual substrate of Amazonian 
societies in which “the human imputation of an interiority identical to their own to non-
humans” (Descola 2005: 183) is widespread, if not universal, Descola proceeded to investi-
gate its logical counterpart in the fact that relations between beings with an identical interior-
ity is necessarily social. If humans and non-humans—including animals, spirits, plants, and 
objects—have an identical interiority, then animism establishes a world in which everyone 
and everything can be a subject, and in which the default mode of interaction between all 
beings is that between subjects.

In his early work, Descola followed Lévi-Strauss’s opposition between metonymical and 
metaphorical systems by opposing animism (then called ‘animic systems’) to totemism (or 
‘totemic systems’) as dif ering “modes of use and representation of the natural environment” 
(Descola 1992: 109). In this scheme, the societies of Amazonia are dei ned as either ‘animic 
systems’ or as combinations of ‘animic and totemic systems’, and although they may coexist, 
they are seen to be inversions of one another.

But how is this continuity between species manifested ethnographically? If humans and 
non-humans are somehow identical, how are they to dif erentiate between themselves? Vi-
veiros de Castro’s (1998, 2001) answer is that it is the Amerindian concepts that we usually 
gloss as ‘soul’ or ‘spirit’ that are formally identical across species, while it is the body that 
establishes dif erences. h is observation has certain implications for how each species sees 
itself and others. h e common soul guarantees that each species sees itself as human, shar-
ing in human culture and language, but dif erent bodies ensure that each species sees others 
dif erently. h e i rst characteristic is the principle tenet of animism, and the latter is the mini-
mum condition for perspectivism.13 

Viveiros de Castro’s article on Amazonian perspectivism (1998) is a reply to Descola’s re-
vival of animism (1992). Instead of taking ‘animic systems’ to be a ‘scheme of praxis’ regulat-
ing interactions with nature, Viveiros de Castro explicitly frames ‘animism’ as “an ontology 
which postulates the social character of relations between humans and non-humans: the 
space between nature and society is itself social” (Viveiros de Castro 1998: 473). No longer 
a way of knowing (an epistemology) and engaging with nature (a praxis), animism is now 
primarily dei ned as a way of being (an ontology).14 

In thus dei ning animism, Viveiros de Castro criticizes Descola’s characterization of it as 
being a symmetrical inversion of totemism, which he sees as being primarily classii catory 
rather than cosmological: “it is not a system of relations between nature and culture … but 
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rather of purely logical and dif erential correlations” (1998: 473). Instead, Viveiros de Castro 
argues that animism is a symmetrical inversion of Western naturalism, which postulates a 
(biological, evolutionary, genetic) continuity of bodies, and situates dif erence at the level of 
the spirit (culture, mind). In this sense, perspectivism is dif erent from relativism, an episte-
mology characteristic of naturalist and multiculturalist ontologies, in which a single nature 
is apprehended dif erently by a variety of cultures. Instead it is multinaturalist in that a world 
that is dependent on bodily perspective is always dif erent, but this dif erence is apprehended 
in the same (human) way by each type of being.15

Descola now (2005: 323) agrees with Viveiros de Castro that animism is the polar opposite 
of Western naturalism, rather than of totemism. He questions, however, the attribution of 
the perspectivist idiom to all Amazonian peoples, let alone to all inhabitants of the ‘animist 
archipelago’. For Descola, perspectivism—the theory through which dif erent bodies appre-
hend the same thing dif erently insofar as they apprehend dif erent things through the same 
cultural logic—is a secondary epistemological elaboration of a more basic animist ontology, 
and for this reason it is quite restricted ethnographically (ibid.: 196–202). Because it requires 
the introduction of “a supplementary level of complexity in a positional ontology … in which 
it is already dii  cult, in all of the daily situations in which one engages, to attribute stable 
identities to beings” (ibid.: 202), it remains limited to certain peoples and certain contexts, 
having much less of the scope of animism in Amazonia.16

For many Amazonianists, the return to Lévy-Bruhl paradoxically reveals itself to be Lévi-
Strauss’s triumph: the vindication of sacrii cial l ux over totemic logic charts some of the 
more interesting (though remote) corners of Lévi-Strauss’s thought. Indeed, if one reads 
Lévi-Strauss in light of the developments outlined here it is dii  cult not to agree with Vi-
veiros de Castro (2009b: 11) that the father of structural anthropology is also the founder of 
post-structural anthropology.

Structuralism and Pragmatics

Although it is post-structuralist, the ‘ontological turn’ conserves a dei ning element of classic 
structuralism: a privileging of the order of concepts over the order of practice. In dei ning 
their object as an ontological cartography—a “combinatory analysis of the modes of relation-
ship between beings” (Descola 2005: 13) or as a “new anthropology of the concept” (Viveiros 
de Castro 2009b: 7)—these authors choose to play in the same i eld as Kant and Plato, even if 
they situate themselves on its opposite, Heraclitean side. It is therefore no accident that ritual 
remains a secondary and underdeveloped theme in their work.

Ritual has always been something of a poor cousin of Amazonian studies, obscured by 
the brilliant descriptions of cosmology, the analysis of myths or of Amerindian social phi-
losophies.17 h ere are, to be sure, certain classic ethnographies of specii c rituals (Agostinho 
1974; S. Hugh-Jones 1979; Melatti 1978), and some more recent work (Barcelos Neto 2008; 
Graham 1995; Teixeira-Pinto 1997), as well as ethno-musicological researches (Hill 1993; 
Menezes Bastos 1978; Piedade 2004). Globally, however, these studies are not only limited 
to few ethnographic areas (mostly the Upper Xingu), they also maintain a limited dialogue 
with theories of ritual.

It is therefore interesting to note the growing inl uence of Carlo Severi’s work on Ama-
zonian anthropology, particularly of his relational approach to ritual (Houseman and Se-
veri 1998) and of the key concepts of complex enunciator and chimera (Severi 2004, 2007). 
Severi’s work is tributary of a more classic structuralism (closer to “h e Story of Asdiwal” 
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than to the Mythologiques), which allows him to establish a dialogue with the cognitivism of 
Sperber (1974; Sperber and Wilson 1986) and Boyer (1990, 1994). Sharing with these authors 
an emphasis on a sharp distinction between an ordinary ontology and a ‘religious’ ontology, 
Severi is concerned with determining the conditions through which certain representations 
that contradict common expectations become not only possible, but also memorable, and 
therefore the object of cultural transmission.18

h e distinction between an ordinary and an extraordinary ontology leads Severi to ques-
tion not only the nature of the act of believing, but also the condition of its ei  cacy. How is 
a belief constructed and how does it propagate? What is the relationship between this belief 
and the person who “does the believing”? How does this psychological state act on the world 
(Severi 2007: 240–42)? He is not concerned with an ontology that underlies each and every 
act of the members of a given human collectivity. Instead he is concerned with the investi-
gation of the sociological and psychological conditions that lead certain people, at specii c 
times, to conceive of the existence of spirits, words that cure, sorcerers, humans who become 
jaguars, divinities—and how they act in accordance with these representations.

Severi’s exchange with Sperber and Boyer thus builds on a specii c problem, since he seeks 
to explain “apparently irrational beliefs” (Sperber 1982) not only through a semantic concep-
tion of counter-intuitivity, but also through the notion of a pragmatic counter-intuitivity. 
Severi here moves away from classical structuralism toward a i eld in which Wittgenstein’s 
Philosophical Investigations, rather than Kant, is the key player. h is enables a curious con-
junction of French cognitivism and the North American pragmatic tradition, allowing Severi 
to establish a dialogue with the linguistic anthropology of Hanks (2000), Sherzer (1998), 
Tedlock (1983), and others (see Severi and Bonhomme 2009).19 What is at stake is the con-
struction, through (ritual) language, of extraordinary ontology itself: “It is at the heart of 
this process of evocation, linked to the recital of chants ordered in sequences of constants 
and variants, that these ambiguous beings in continuous metamorphosis that we have called 
‘parallelist creatures’ are born” (Severi 2007:211).

Ontology is therefore a function of ritual enunciation which, in turn, depends on the 
construction of certain characters, whom Severi characterizes as “complex enunciators,” 
whose identity is transformed in the simultaneous expression of contradictory connotations. 
h is paradoxical “condensation” (Houseman and Severi 1998) is less the result of an abstract 
theory of the (dividual, composite, fractal) person than of the specii c pragmatic context of 
ritual. Complexity, characterized by the conjunction of contradictory elements, is not, how-
ever, limited to human ritual actors. It is, instead, a mark of all ritual images. Severi calls these 
images “chimeras,” since they weld heterogeneous traits that originate in dif erent beings 
within a single i gure, intensifying their cognitive ei  cacy.20

We can thus see how ritual comes to occupy a central place in Severi’s work, moving his 
anthropology away from the pure order of concepts toward a position where it can consider 
their generation, retention, and transmission. h e order of reasons is thereby inverted: ‘reli-
gious’ ontology is pragmatically produced by ritual action that induces certain psychological 
states in individuals, leading them to act in accordance with certain ideas and to communi-
cate them to others. Ritual ei  cacy does not depend on clear concepts and discrete categories; 
rather, it thrives on complexity and paradox.

h e Phenomenology of Perspectivism

h e priority of practice over concepts is not, of course, a new idea in itself, nor is it the privi-
lege of Severi’s brand of structural-cognitivist anthropology. Neither must it necessarily focus 
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on ritual at the expense of a more inclusive theory of ‘practical engagement’. In the ecological 
phenomenology of Tim Ingold, for example, knowledge is seen to emerge through dif erent 
ways of being involved with the world and its inhabitants, and not specii cally—and certainly 
not preferentially—from ritual acts. Owing little to the academic tradition associated with 
French structuralism, Ingold’s anthropology draws inspiration from Gregory Bateson’s Steps 
to an Ecology of Mind, Heideggerean philosophy, and James Gibson’s ecological psychology. 
In Ingold’s work (2000), the notion of categories disengaged from human involvement with 
their environment, and analyzable as an abstract set of concepts, is replaced by a stress on 
the context-specii c generation of the ‘life process’. h is re-positioning of the relationship 
between humans and non-humans in ongoing processes that are a part of the world in which 
dif erent species dwell and interact has exerted a growing inl uence on Amazonian anthro-
pology where, as we know, the matter of what is and can be a human being, an animal, or a 
spirit is of vital importance.

h is inl uence is particularly evident in the study of what has been called Amazonian 
“venatic ideologies” (Viveiros de Castro 1998: 472). h e relationship between hunting and 
shamanism is a classic theme in the study of animism, and it plays a central role in the recent 
work on Amazonian ontologies, particularly in what concerns the relationship between the 
positions of predator and prey (Viveiros de Castro 1998: 471; see also Århem 1996).21 h e 
predator-prey relationship is constitutive of the play of perspectives that frames Amazonian 
ontologies, and it is therefore anterior to any point of view. In other words, all perspectives 
are immersed in a socio-cosmic matrix in which the positions of predator and prey are pre-
supposed, and in any context of actual interaction it is these relative positions that are in 
dispute. Furthermore, predator and prey distribute a series of parallel values—such as subject 
and object, human and non-human—which can be variously occupied by dif erent terms 
within the relation. h e distribution of each position in any given relation is of paramount 
importance in dei ning who retains intention and volition and is therefore able to impose 
their point of view on another (see Fausto 2007a: 513). 

Yet if the architecture of perspectival inversions is built on an idiom of venatic activity, it 
is by no means self-evident that hunting is the privileged sphere for their manifestation. Not 
only do Amazonian peoples who are mostly horticulturalists confer as much weight to the 
predatory idiom as those who are mostly hunters, so too is the predator-prey relationship a 
feature of all domains of human life. h ese include kinship, gender relations, eschatology, 
onomastics, and all can be measured through a predator-prey standard, which manifests 
itself as relative or gradual dif erences between types of beings (see Descola 2001).

h e predatory scheme that underwrites Amazonian animism is thus dissociated from its 
assumed constitution in the practical activity of hunting, being promoted to the status of an 
all-encompassing cosmological operator. h ere is no need, in the animism of Descola or the 
perspectivism of Viveiros de Castro, to derive these concepts from the actual involvement 
of predators and prey during the hunt and to generalize their applicability to other spheres. 
Descola, for example, explicitly states that both animism and naturalism are “mental models 
which organize the social objectii cation of non-humans” (1996: 87).

According to Ingold’s phenomenology, an appeal to ‘mental models’ places Descola’s con-
trast between animism and naturalism within the terms of the latter. It therefore explains 
away native understandings of animism through the characteristically anthropological ex-
ercise of positing the cultural construction of a nature that is conceptually independent of 
the beings that inhabit it (Ingold 2000: 107; see Descola 2005: 342–52 for a reply). Instead 
Ingold proposes that: “[T]he world is not an external domain of objects that I look at, or do 
things to, but is rather going on, or undergoing continuous generation, with me and around 
me” (2000: 108).
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In Amazonia, a cognate approach has been developed by Kohn in his ethnography of 
the Avila Runa of Ecuador. Proposing what he terms “an anthropology of life,” he not only 
questions the analytical division between human meaningful worlds and non-human natural 
worlds, but also stresses that all life contains semiotic capabilities, and that we must take into 
account not only how humans represent animals, but also how animals represent themselves 
to humans (Kohn 2002, 2005, 2007a).22 In human encounters with non-humans, then, the 
ways that animals come to know us are pivotal in determining how we represent animals, and 
how we react to their representations (and vice versa). It is decisive in establishing who comes 
to be predator and who is prey in any specii c engagement. 23

According to Kohn, Amazonian perspectivism must address how one comes to inhabit 
the umwelt of another being, which gives access to how “attributes and dispositions become 
dislodged from the bodies that produced them and ontological boundaries become blurred” 
(2007a: 7). By allowing that semiosis is not the preserve of human symbolic systems, we not 
only make signii cant ontological claims, but also break down the opposition between epis-
temology and ontology.

For Kohn, the main problem of animist and perspectivist theories in Amazonia is not 
their reliance on a specii c concept of the person that is not exclusive to human beings, but 
rather on “the simple fact that these Amazonian understandings of personhood are in im-
portant ways the product of intimate day-to-day interactions with nonhuman beings” (Kohn 
2007b: 516). Conversely, Fausto (2007a: 523) emphasizes that this presupposition needs to be 
investigated in specii c ethnographic cases. Not only do we not know to what extent perspec-
tivism is dependent on hunting and if it would cease to operate in instances where hunting is 
or becomes less important, but we also need to include other factors into the equation, such 
as gender relations and ecological dif erences between ethnographic areas. Is perspectivism 
the ontology of male hunters only? Is the grounding of animism in hunting a result of focus-
ing on ethnographic studies of environments such as the boreal forest, in which predator and 
prey ot en come face-to-face (Ingold 2000; Willerslev 2007)? How is this carried over into 
the dense tropical forests of Amazonia, where sight must give way to the other senses (see 
Fausto 2007a: 523)?

Furthermore, the priority of hunting as an activity and engagement seems to consider 
that food procurement is somehow more real and practical than shamanic séances, acts of 
mythical narrative, and ritual activity (Fausto 2007a: 524; see also Uzendoski et al. 2005). 
In ontogenetic terms, we have no a priori basis for assuming that people are i rst exposed 
to hunting, or that hunting is the privileged arena for the constitution of ontology. Neither 
can hunting as an activity be readily isolated from the transmission of verbal and non-ver-
bal knowledge between generations, from the memorization of formulas and narratives, 
and from participation in ritual and shamanic activity. If phenomenological approaches to 
hunting are thus important in anchoring Amazonian ontologies in an activity that puts into 
practice the predatory scheme which constitutes them, they nonetheless skim over the fact, 
abundantly attested to in Amazonian ethnographies, that the idiom of predator and prey is a 
cosmological operator of great breadth and amplitude.

h is tension between structure and practice in animism and perspectivism is evidently a 
specii c ethnographic playing out of a more general anthropological dilemma. Descola ex-
plicitly addresses this problem when applying Kant’s schematism to mediate between con-
cepts and practice. His notion of ‘schemes of praxis’ occupies an intermediate level between 
Lévi-Strauss’s cognitive notion of innate structures and the on-the-ground notion of prac-
tice. Unlike Bourdieu’s habitus, Descola aims at compiling a limited number of interiorized 
schemes of practice; a matrix from which “the habitus derive their source,” which synthesizes 
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“the objective properties of every possible relation between humans and non-humans” (2005: 
139). Because early studies of Amazonian ontologies focused on cosmology, myth, and sys-
tems of classii cation at the expense of practical activity, they are therefore open to criticism 
on these grounds, in much the same way as Lévi-Strauss has been criticized for privileging 
structure over action, myth over ritual, langue over parole. Whether it be a pragmatic coun-
ter-intuivity in ritual or specii c practical engagements between humans and non-humans 
that is stressed, it is the generative potential of action that is now seen to root the conceptual 
tools of Amazonian ontologies. h e present emphasis on practice is necessary and welcome, 
but the degree to which it exhausts the precepts of Amazonian ontologies, or even explains 
more adequately their constitution, remains to be seen.

Conclusion

To conclude, we must return to the question with which we started, because it is not only 
the relationship between an ontology and certain practical activities that is at stake in this 
discussion. h ose who have developed theories of animism and perspectivism have also as-
sociated them with specii c socio-political forms, in such a way that to a certain relation of 
power there corresponds a certain ontology. h is is a key element in the work of Viveiros de 
Castro: a multinaturalist world is a world with no center, irreducible to state power. h e only 
asymmetry possible is internal to the dif erence between perspectives. More than an asym-
metry, what we have is a disjunction of perspectives that are never reducible one to the other, 
nor to a global i gure of the One. Viveiros de Castro’s perspectivism thereby corresponds to 
the politics of Pierre Clastres—it is a religion against the state.

h is is not so for Philippe Descola (1988), as he has ai  rmed. However, by associating the 
South and Mesoamerican highlands with what he terms an analogist ontology, thus distanc-
ing it from animism, he implies that the apparatus of the state is necessarily incompatible 
with animism. h e latter tends to survive at the local level, at the fringes of the system, but 
to no longer function as a global ontology. In the world of pre-modern states (Inca, Aztec, 
Chinese), analogism favors the establishment of a holistic and total(itarian) ideology through 
multiple analogical correlations between the micro- and the macro-level. 

h e correlation of an ontology with a socio-political form is far too complex a theme for 
us to do any more than to raise the issue. We would nonetheless like to see it discussed in 
terms that are dei ned less in reference to ‘the state’ and more in conjunction with an Amer-
indian idiom of power. Following recent ethnographic work (Bonilla 2007; Costa 2007; Délé-
age 2009), one of us has proposed that this Amerindian idiom is that of the master-ownership 
relation, a relation that traverses a myriad of social domains: from hunting to warfare, from 
shamanism to ritual, not to mention, of course, the relationships between chiefs and follow-
ers (Fausto 1999, 2001, 2007a, 2008).

All Amazonian languages possess a term that designates a position involving control and/
or protection, engendering and/or possession, and that applies to relations between persons 
(human and non-human) and between persons and things (tangible or intangible). h is 
term is normally translated as ‘master’ or ‘owner’, and implies a certain relation. h e recipro-
cal category for owner-master is usually ‘child’ or ‘pet’, both implying an underlying idea of 
adoption. One of the important features of the relation is its asymmetry: owners control and 
protect their creatures. h is asymmetry is ot en conceived as a form of encompassment, in-
volving a complex interplay between singularity and plurality: the owner is a plural singular-
ity, who contains other singularities within himself. h e owner-master is, therefore, the form 



100 � Luiz Costa and Carlos Fausto

through which a plurality appears as a singularity to others. It is in this sense that the chief is 
an owner. He is the form through which a collectivity is constituted as an image to others. As 
Sztutman rightly states, mastery is “a cosmological notion that inl ects on the sociopolitical 
plane, referring in very general terms to this capacity to ‘contain’—to appropriate or dispose 
of—persons, things and properties, and to constitute domains, niches and groups” (2005: 
261).

In Amazonia, mastery relations produce magnii ed persons, which contain in themselves 
the device both for generating potency and for undermining power. h e fact that the master 
is necessarily af ected by his pet, combined with the plurality of the relationships he con-
tains, produces a relational dispersion and an instability in the ownership relation. h is may 
help to explain why mastery has seldom crystallized into an institutional locus of power in 
Amazonia.

A properly Amerindian idiom of power allows us to approach the matter of the constitu-
tion of relations of dominium without translating them into relations of domination. On 
the other hand, it allows us to consider the passage from systems of dominium to systems of 
domination (state or otherwise) without establishing absolute discontinuities. h is may also 
help us to interpret the Amazonian past, by establishing a more productive dialogue with 
the growing archaeological evidence for the existence of densely populated regional systems 
that extend over large areas, which were characterized by complex sociopolitical organiza-
tions, possibly involving hierarchies of power and prestige (Denevan 2001; Erickson 2010; 
Heckenberger 2005; Heckenberger and Neves 2009; Heckenberger et al. 2003, 2007; Neves 
and Petersen 2006; Schaan 2008).

If the discussion of mastery points toward the past, it also draws us into the present and 
the future. As Fausto has noted:

h e mastery relation served to conceptualize the asymmetries that have marked the 
region’s colonial and post-colonial history. h is is a recurrent fact that appears in Am-
erindian interactions with missionaries, slave raiders, rubber bosses and, more recently, 
oi  cers from government agencies. (2008: 345)

If the whites were associated with the i gure of the Amerindian master, contemporary in-
teractions between indigenous and national societies have produced a much more complex 
topology, which saturates indigenous relational categories. Moreover, the increasingly in-
tense and diverse interaction with national societies seems to put into question the global 
continuity of Amerindian ontologies. What relationship is possible between two ontologies 
as distinct as Amerindian perspectivism and non-indigenous naturalism?

A series of contemporary studies have begun to address this question. h ere are four 
themes that have been privileged: the conversion to Christianity; the insertion of Indigenous 
groups in a monetary economy and in state systems; the experience of urban life; and, i nally, 
the ef ects of schooling and literacy.24 h ere is no space in this article to discuss each of these 
themes, nor the dilemmas that they create in forcing us to imagine the internal and external 
limits of Amerindian ontologies. h ese studies corner us into asking an even more delicate 
question: What kind of entity, at er all, are these things that we call ‘ontologies’?
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 � NOTES

 1. “h e language that they use, throughout the coast … lacks three letters, to wit, one does not i nd in 
it the F, nor the L, nor the R, a fact that is worthy of observation since they do not have Faith, nor 
Law, nor Royalty, and live disorderly lives also without accounting, weights and measurement” 
(the authors’ translation).

 2. h is is the case of Tanner (1979), Scott (1989), and Fienup-Riordan (1990). h is spate of work on 
the person-like quality of animals would converge in Brightman’s Grateful Prey (1993), one of the 
best books published on human-animal relations among Amerindian peoples.

 3. One only has to list some of the titles of edited volumes published on this latter opposition to 
know that there was something in the air: Signifying Animals (1990), Animals and Human Society 
(1994), Redei ning Nature (1996), Nature and Society (1996).

 4. Roy Wagner (e.g., 1981), whose inl uence on Strathern (1988, 1992) and Viveiros de Castro (2001, 
2009a) is signii cant, could also be added to this list.

 5. h ere are a number of British and American authors whose relationship to Lévi-Strauss’s work 
is more acquiescent. In the 1970s, for example, many sought to explore, through detailed eth-
nographies, either the substance of some of the oppositions that recur in Lévi-Strauss’s work, 
such as that between nature and culture (C. Hugh-Jones 1979; Seeger 1980), or to investigate 
how Lévi-Strauss’s work articulates with domains of human activity that remained peripheral 
to the Mythologiques, such as ritual and shamanic practice (Crocker 1985; S. Hugh-Jones 1979). 
See S. Hugh-Jones (2008) for a review of attitudes toward Lévi-Strauss’s work among British 
Americanists.

 6. One that implies an inversion of the hegemonic point of view, since the Araweté are prey to their 
cannibal gods whereas each Tupinambá regional group struggled to retain the position of preda-
tor in face of other equivalent groups (on this inversion see Bonilla 2007; Fausto 2007b; Rival 
1998).

 7. h is privilege of the other (and of ai  nity, which is the specii c Amerindian idiom for expressing 
alterity) would mark the subsequent developments of Viveiros de Castro work, particularly his ap-
proach to what he would term the “symbolic economy of predation” (1993). Here, again, he takes 
Lévi-Strauss’s famous distinction between diametrical and concentric dualism and establishes an 
opposition between the discrete Ge and the gradualist peoples of the Guiana shield. Once more, 
the continuous is privileged over the discrete, chromatic gradation over clear-cut categories.

 8. See, among others, Menget (1985, 1988); Taylor (1985); Erikson (1986); Vilaça (1992); Descola 
(1993); Fausto (2001).

 9. As Viveiros de Castro (2009b: 171) ai  rms, “Lévi-Straussian structuralism should be understood 
as a structural transformation of Amerindian thought.”

 10. See Fausto and Heckenberger (2007) for a general discussion on the tension between ‘indigenous 
history’ and ‘the history of the Indians’.

 11. In A h ousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guatari (1980) made use of the musical metaphor employed 
by Lévi-Strauss to attack the postulates of generative linguistics, opposing the major mode of the 
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diatonic scale to the minor mode of the chromatic scale. Composed of twelve semitones, the chro-
matic scale generates a de-centered and labyrinthine l ux, which answers for an instability that is 
constitutive of tonality. h e passage from Lévi-Straussian chromatism to Deleuzian chromatism 
is thus comparable to the passage from musical tonality to atonality: from a minor position, in 
which chromatism is the background against which the diatonic scale moves (Wisnik 1990: 130), 
the chromatic scale comes to assume a major position in Deleuze’s work. From a “dualism in per-
petual disequilibrium” in Lévi-Strauss’ h e Story of Linx we move toward pure, continuous, and 
immanent variation.

 12. In h e Logic of Sense (1969), Deleuze ai  rms that philosophy merges with ontology. One of the 
dangers of the ontological turn in anthropology is, precisely, that the latter comes to be taken for 
philosophy, allowing itself to be domesticated by philosophical discourse even when this is of 
a non-hegemonic inspiration. h e aims of an ontological approach in anthropology are exactly 
the opposite: to conceptually destabilize Western concepts via alternative ontologies as a way to 
overcome the post-modernist epistemological angst (Henare et al. 2007). But as one of its main 
proponents admits, “the image of Being is obviously a dangerous analogic soil for thinking about 
non-western conceptual imaginations, and the notion of ontology is not without its own risks” 
(Viveiros de Castro 2003: 18). For a debate on this issue and on the relation between two basic 
conceptual tools—culture and ontology—see Carrithers et al. (2010).

 13. Bodily dif erences do not mean that dif erent bodies perceive specii c dif erences ‘as they really 
are’, but rather that each body, seeing itself as human, perceives other bodies (and the ‘natural 
world’) in a way that accords with their humanity. h ere is thus one single, human culture, shared 
by all beings, and a variety of dif erent somatic perspectives on an always changing nature.

 14. See Bird-David (1999), particularly Viveiros de Castro’s commentary on it, as well as her reply.
 15. For a critique of the anti-realistic implications of perspectivism, see Stépanof  (2009), who rein-

terprets all the main postulates of this theory in terms of either a positional logic or an essentialist 
conception of body dif erences. See Santos-Granero (2006) for an argument, inspired by Lima 
(2000), on the asymmetry of human and animal perspectives, which, in his view, fosters an an-
thropocentric orientation of Amerindian cosmologies. For a more general critique of animism, 
perspectivism, and ‘late structuralist’ approaches, see Turner (forthcoming).

 16. Although Descola accepts that his opposition of animism to totemism was hasty, and that ani-
mism is best seen as an inversion of Western naturalism, he has also engaged in a reinterpreta-
tion of the data through which Lévi-Strauss recast totemism as a classii catory device. He argues, 
against Lévi-Strauss, that this view is only possible if certain residually ‘animic’ aspects of totem-
ism are brushed aside. In showing that totemism established a homology between relations (the 
dif erences between human groups and natural species), Lévi-Strauss had little to say concerning 
the homology established between terms (a clan and its eponymous species). See Descola (2005: 
203–40); on the debate between Descola and Viveiros de Castro, see Latour (2009).

 17. On Amerindian social philosophies, see Overing (1999) and Overing and Passes (2000).
 18. Severi stresses the faculty of imagination as much as he relies on categorical and modular theory 

of cognition. Severi’s anthropology of memory thereby combines the notions of order and expres-
sive force: order serves to organize memory and retrieval, while expressiveness and relevance 
make something memorable and favors inscription.

 19. In Amazonia, it is probably the work of Pierre Déléage (2007a, 2007b, 2009) that comes closest to 
Severi’s conjunction of French cognitivism and North American linguistical pragmatics. See also 
Cesarino (2008a) for an approach that makes use of a similar methodology, but does so from a 
more ontographic perspective.

 20. For analyses inspired on the notion of ‘chimera’ in Amazonia, see Fausto (in press) and Penoni 
(2010).

 21. h e literature on the predatory scheme framing Amazonian cosmologies is vast. See, for example, 
Chaumeil (2000: 220–24); Erikson (1984); Vilaça (1992); Århem (1993); Lima (1999a). On recent 
approaches to this relationship see Lima (1999b, 2005); Fausto (2002, 2007a); Vilaça (2002, 2005).
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 22. Making use of Peirce’s semiotics, Kohn argues that anthropologists have focused on conventional, 
human representation of the type that Peirce terms ‘symbols’. For Peirce symbols are built out of 
‘more basic non-symbolic sign processes, which are not unique to humans’ (Kohn 2007a: 5).

 23. A somewhat dif erent interpretation of the inter-subjective actions of hunter and prey has been 
developed by Willerslev (2007) in his ethnography of the Siberian Yukaghirs. Inspired by Viveiros 
de Castro—an author whose inl uence on Siberian ethnography is signii cant (see Pederson 2001; 
Pederson et al. 2007)—Willerslev argues for “a possible grounding if not origin of perspectivism 
in the mimetic encounter between hunter and prey” (2007: 27).

 24. On conversion, see specially Wright (1999) and Vilaça and Wright (2009); on the role of money 
and state systems, see Turner (1992), Fisher (2000), Gordon (2005); on city life, see Lasmar (2005), 
Andrello (2006), Cesarino (2008b); on formal education, see Weber (2006), Rival (2002), and 
Franchetto (2008).
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