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Amazonian Animism

The Amazon basin is one of the most diverse ecosystems on our planet, and we a s
humans are basically just a part of this ecosystem. And so, it should hardly come as a surprise
that the Amazon is characterized by equally rampant cultural diversity. Nevertheless, we would be
wrong to believe this diversity was a diffuse and arbitrary. Almost 40 years ago, Donald Lathrap
has already shown that practically all  of the  Amazonian cultures are based on a certain uniform
logic, which he called the "tropical forest culture" (Lathrap, 2010), and which is characterized by
extensive subsistence agriculture, a dependence on hunting and fishing, and social organization in
scattered small-scale associations.

But it really is another circumstance that has preoccupied the anthropological mainstream for the
last decades, and that is the fact that all Amazonian societies appear to be carriers of animistic
cosmologies, albeit with different characteristics, based on which they ascribe human personality
traits to animals, plants or certain places. This animism always goes hand in hand with taxonomic
systems in which the various phenomena are defined by individual names and in which there is
hardly any formation of what we call macro-categories. One could now assume that there must be
a connection between the ecosystem and the respective systems of thought, that would most likely
be mediated by the reproductive dynamics of the respective cultures. For  Descola, on the other
hand:

"…it is unlikely […] that these features [of thinking] are due to adaptation to a particular
ecosystem which, because of its inherent properties, has provided the analogous model for
thinking about the organization of the world" (Descola, 2012, p. 39).

This view is based precisely on the fact that for Descola it seems less relevant what the respective
ecosystem means for the concrete reproductive dynamics of the various societies, but only for an
abstract thought process decoupled from concrete material needs. The Amazon is characterized by
a "tremendous diversity of life forms that rarely occur in homogeneous assemblages"
(Descola, 2012, p.36).  From this,  he now rehabilitates  a  hypothesis  of his  doctoral  supervisor
Claude Lévi- Strauss, namely that "in an environment as diverse as the Amazon rainforest, it was
probably inevitable  that  the  perception  of  relationships  between  apparently  very  different
individuals gained the upper hand over the construction of stable and mutually exclusive macro-
categories" (Descola, 2012, p. 37).

Based  on  these  views,  it  could  now be  ruled  out  that  the  ontological  systems  are  based  on
ecosystemic factors because "the main argument against such an interpretation is the existence of
very similar cosmologies elaborated by peoples living in an entirely different environment, more
than six thousand kilometres north of the Amazon" (Descola, 2012, p. 39). Descola is referring
here to the indigenous peoples living in subarctic North America and Siberia, commonly known as
the Inuit. These peoples are also carriers of animistic cosmologies and use taxonomic systems that
are almost completely devoid of macro-categories. These peoples live in an ecosystem that is not



characterized by an "incredible diversity", but which at first glance stands in stark contrast to the
diversity of the Amazon rainforest. "In summary," says Descola, "the characteristics of the boreal
forest  are  the exact  opposite  of  the characteristics  of  the Amazon rainforest."  (Descola,  2012,
p.40), and so the attempt to derive the underlying logic of these different systems of thought from
ecological circumstances can only lead astray.

Half baked Kantism

Trying to show how the different systems of thought, which he calls ontologies, actually work and
function, Descola naturally feels compelled to show how these ontologies came to be and provides
us an epistemological basis for these explanations. In doing so, Descola takes up the work of Lévi-
Strauss again, who tried to establish the uniformity of the different systems of thought based on
universal  schemata anchored  in  our  neurophysiological  systems.  Descola adopts  the  idea  of
schemata, but refrains from the idea that these are in any way anchored in our cognitive apparatus.
Rather, he believes that they merely develop out of social and societal practice.

Both Lévi-Strauss and Descola's explanations of schemata are clearly influenced by Kant's
transcendental  schematism,  except  that  this is  just  a  kind  of  half-baked  Kantism  because the
transcendental schemata in Kant's philosophy need  synthetic judgements a priori in  order to be
able to produce objective knowledge at all. Furthermore, the synthetic judgements, which act as a
bridge between the subject and the predicates, are not just any innate ideas because otherwise we
would be dealing with nothing but a purely subjective idealism. This was also clear to Kant.
Now, Lévi- Strauss' theory could be understood as an attempt to reinterpret Kant's epistemology
in  biological  terms,  but  this  only  leads to more than  unsatisfactory results. The guarantor of
objective knowledge is, according to him, the immediate structural homogeneity of the human
thought apparatus and the objects surrounding it. Descola's theory, on the other hand, is even more
problematic, since the systems of thought are ultimately in limbo and can no longer be attached to
anything. They are, so to speak, schemata that have lost their synthetic judgements a priori.
How should we imagine the function of these schemata according to Descola? We are told that
they are responsible for "structuring individual and collective experience" precisely by establishing
two modalities of reality: "identification" and "relation", "identification" being the first and most
important cognitive mechanism because

"…I note differences and similarities between myself and others by drawing analogies and
contrasts between the appearance, behaviour, and characteristics I attribute to myself and
those I attribute to others." (Descola, 2012: 177)

Identification thus represents a fixation, a determination of the object, which for Descola precedes
entering into a relationship with the same:

"This mechanism of mediation between the I and the not-I seems to me to be logically
prior to and outside the existence of a given relation to any Other, i.e. to be specifiable in
its content by modes of interaction, insofar as the Other in question is not one of the terms



of  a pair,  but  an  object  that  exists  for  me  in  my  general  otherness  and  awaits
identification: an aliud, then, not an alter." (Descola, 2012:177)

Thought processes are thus transfigured into pure aesthetics, a passive behaviour in which the
subject merely contemplates the various phenomena of the environment and assigns them a fixed
identity based purely on abstract contemplation, on the basis of analogies it establishes between
the various objects it observes. For Descola, the original contemplation and positing takes place
"before  and  outside"  of  entering  into  relations  with  these  objects.  We would  thus  ascribe  an
original identity to animals, plants or abiotic phenomena, and this would then become the basis for
the actual relationship that we as subjects subsequently enter into with them. In other words, the
behavioural forms of different cultures, and their ways of interacting with the various ecological
phenomena of their environment, would depend on a purely abstract and primordial categorical
fixation.

On the basis of this mysterious psychologistic Kantism, Descola elaborates four different
ontological categories to which we could assign all cosmological systems that exist in the world.
In a critical appraisal of Descola's book, Marshall Sahlins already pointed out that in all these
systems of thought, sometimes more, sometimes less anthropomorphic motifs are effective for the
ordering of the various phenomena.  The cosmology that Descola calls "Western cosmology", or
naturalism, is the only one that would completely dispense with anthropomorphic motifs. And in
his book, Descola also presents an explanation for this circumstance, which is of course again of a
purely psychological nature; it would be due to the arrogance of western society that we would be
tempted to prioritize cosmological explanatory patterns that not only grant humans an "ontological
privilege" over all other forms of life, but also the West in general over all other cultures.

Such not-so-clever ideas can also be found with other representatives of the "ontological turn",
such  as Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, who flatly diagnoses the West with narcissism. Thus,
animistic systems of thought have often been said to have a certain narcissism, since they made the
human form of  life  the  blueprint  for  understanding all  other  living beings.  Viveiros  seems to
misinterpret this observation as an attack on Amerindian cultures, and immediately launches into a
somewhat effusive defence,  saying "primitive narcissism is  just  talk.  If  you want  to  find real
narcissism, you have to turn to the moderns" (Viveiros, 2004:52), only to immediately refer
to Marx, whose distinction that animals only produce unilaterally while humans produce
universally is, according to Viveiros, an expression of his rampant narcissism.

The universal animal

Viveiros immediately follows up with: "Whatever Marx meant by the phrase that man "universally
produces", I interpret it as saying that man is a universal animal: an interesting thought" because,
as Viveiros believes, Marx thus claimed that man possessed "more being" than all other animals
(Viveiros, 2004:52).

One does not have to be too familiar with Marx's philosophical writings to suspect that this
interpretation cannot possibly be correct.  So we will need to explain briefly its position. From
there,  one  can  move  on  to  understand Amazonian  animism as  a specific  vital  activity,  with
recourse to Ilyenkov's work, which has presented specifically human activity philosophically more
precisely than almost anyone else.



It can be said in principle that the adherents of the "ontological turn" would do well to adopt the
principle of dialectical philosophy, which Hegel formulated in his preface to the Phenomenology of
Spirit: "Philosophy, however, must be careful not to want to be edifying" (Hegel, 2020:17). The
fact that animals produce unilaterally, while humans produce universally is, first and foremost, a
pure observation and not a moral evaluation. The fact that we are in the Anthropocene, i.e. that
humans enjoy the dubious “privilege” over all other life forms of being the principal driver of
biological, chemical and ecological change on our planet, is also j u s t  a statement. The
insight that humans occupy a certain special  position  in  the  animal  kingdom is  therefore not
necessarily self-righteous, but can indeed encourage critical tones.

So, what does Marx mean when he claims that man produces universally? Answering this question
requires clarification of the distinguishing factor of dialectical philosophy. This is the claim that at
the  end  of  the  mediation  process  an  identity  between  subject  and  object  is  established. The
philosophical subject, which has had to be strictly distinguished from the psychological individual
ever since Kantian philosophy, is something general, so to speak, "not the empirical individual, but
something that is prior to these empirical individuals (Adorno, 2022:228). The object, on the other
hand, is, in the original sense, that which "opposes" us. Already in the Phenomenology,  Hegel
states that the subject's self-perception always includes a perception of its surroundings, or that the
subject  only  becomes  aware  of  itself  through an  interaction  with  the  world  that  surrounds  it.
Objects are perceived precisely because they present resistance to the subject's movement, i.e. of
the subject's force, which Hegel calls the "actual force". They are therefore in contradiction with
the movement and force of the subject, and for this very reason, Ilyenkov says, contradiction is "a
very precise criterion of culture and intelligence. Strictly speaking, it is the characteristic of its
existence” (Ilyenkov, 2021:21).

Hegel was also the first philosopher to place the concept of labour at the centre of his philosophy,
although, as Marx then reproaches him in the  Economical Philosophical Manuscripts,  he is still
dealing with a purely intellectual, mental concept of labour. But it is already made clear in Hegel’s
work that perception can only arise through work on the object. In the "Systemfragment" he speaks
of the "destruction of the object",  and this is  not about its  physical destruction,  but about the
overcoming of the  object  in  its simple  positivity, and  it "is in fact about labour" (Lukacs,
1973:282).
With its destruction, the collective introduces the object into its own production dynamics, i.e. the
object begins to become an element of its reproductive process and thus loses its independent
power compared with the subject,  i.e.  it  is no longer in contradiction with it.  The object thus
acquires a new purposefulness, which is assigned to it by the practice of the collective.

"For it is clear from this context that the breadth and depth of man's knowledge of the
causal connections of nature are conditioned by the setting of ends in human labour. […]
This new function of objects  and of the forces of nature is,  however,  according to  the
Hegelian conception, new and at the same time not new." (Lukacs, 1973:536)

The basic  thrust  of the mediation process elaborated by Hegel  is  absolutely correct,  only this
mediation process must fundamentally be "put on its feet". Because, as Ilyenkov notes in allusion
to Spinoza's epistemological approach: "Thought is a property, a mode of existence of the body, as



are its extensions, i.e. its spatial configuration and its position between other bodies." (Ilyenkov,
1974, 9).  This  spinozian materialism,  rehabilitated  first  by  Marx  and  then  with  emphasis  by
Ilyenkov, is indispensable to any attempt to comprehend the mediation process actually underlying
human existence. But Spinoza's approach falls short because this mediation is about much more
than  a purely  geometric  displacement  and  rearrangement  of  bodies  in  space.  It  is  about  a
modification and rearrangement of forces. And the forces of "man" are not those of an individual
person, but of the subject in the modern sense,  that is,  of the subject as an expression of the
horizon  of  thought  and interaction  of  the  entire  collective,  which  expresses  itself  in  its  vital
activity. And each individual can only act as a historical concrete being insofar as it makes itself
the carrier of this vital activity:

"In short, it is not the isolated human individual who is the carrier, i.e. the subject, of one
or another universal capacity (the active force), but, on the contrary, this active force,
which is alienated from him and becomes more and more alienated,  acts as a subject
dictating  to  each individual from outside the  ways  and forms of  his  vital  activity."
(Ilyenkov, 2022:195)

And precisely because the process of perception cannot be separated at all from the
interrelation that arises between the dynamics of reproduction of the respective collectives and the
forces of nature, any ontology, any system of thought, must also be understood in relation to the
totality  of this interrelation. For this reason, Ilyenkov also criticizes Hegel's short-sightedness
when he attempts to determine this totality solely in relation to its basic logical structure,
and therefore grasps vital activity "only insofar as it already becomes a scheme of thought, a
logical scheme, a rule according to which man more or less consciously constructs one or
another specific action (be it in the field of language or in another field)" (Ilyenkov, 2022:196).
Ilyenkov strongly appeals that a dialectical reconstruction of this process must be based on Marx's
distinction between the vital activity of animals and that which is specifically human: "The animal
is immediately identical with its vital activity. It does not differ from it. It is this activity. But man
himself makes his vital activity the object of his will and his consciousness. His vital activity is
conscious. (Marx in Ilyenkov, 2022:196).

Human vital activity is characterized precisely by the mediation of the  ideal, through which the
human subject continuously modifies its own vital activity in relation to the natural forces
surrounding it, and precisely in such a way, as Lukacs also describes, that it establishes constantly
modified causal  connections  between its  own and the natural  forces.  In  this  way, objects  and
natural forces, mediated by human labour, acquire new functions that are "new and at the same
time not new." Man is thus the only animal which makes the forces of all other objects, of all
animals, plants and abiotic elements, its own, and remodels the totality of objects into potential
extensions of its own vital activity. And it is precisely for this reason that Marx called human vital
activity universal in comparison with the vital activity of the animal.
But  Ilyenkov  encloses  this  process  with  its  counter-dynamics.  The  human  being  is  also  the
"universal animal" because, as he describes, he not only experiences and perceives the world
through his working process, but subjects it to his own vital activity. The closure of the mediation
process, through which the identity of subject and object is established, can only come
about through the process that Ilyenkov calls the “materialization of social  life”,  or in other
words, through work, man shapes the world into his own. Only in this way can an actual concrete
totality come into being, which in the case of our modern society is capitalism (not the capitalist



economic dynamic), and in the case of the societies of the Amazon or the Arctic, this totality is
animism. And a totality is nothing other than a certain form of organising nature (mind you,
a nature of which we ourselves are a part).

Arctic vs. Amazon?

Let us now return to our initial consideration. We tried to explain what the reasons were for the
indigenous peoples of  the Amazon,  and also those of the Arctic,  to  have developed animistic
systems of thought. Descola argues that the very fact that the Amazon rainforest and the Arctic
taiga are fundamentally different ecosystems is sufficient evidence that these systems of thought
are not determined by ecological factors. However, as we have just seen, it is insufficient to merely
align systems of thought and ecosystems, as this would simply not represent the totality of the
mediation process of human reason. Systems of thought can only be understood in light of
the causal relationships entered into between the forces of the various human societies and those
of  nature.  It  is  therefore  a three-part  mediation  between  the  ideal and  the  thinking  and non-
thinking bodies. The logical bond that holds all this together is reason, that is, the ability to
make all these relationships understandable as causal connections.

Both Lévi-Strauss and Descola are mistaken if they believe they can explain the various
systems of thought based on some basic somatic characteristics or on other schemata specific to
the individual. We must not consider these systems of thought in their  abstract,  purely mental
form, for this ideal form "is nothing other than the form of the human social activity as it presents
itself in the matter" (Ilyenkov, 1984: 28), i.e. the establishment of  causal  relations  between
thinking and non-thinking bodies. How than come these different ontological systems into being?
We can say with Ilyenkov that:

 “All general images, however, without exception, neither sprang from universal schemas
of a work of thought nor arose from an act of passive contemplation of nature unsullied by
man, but took shape in the course of its practical, objective transformation by man, by
society” (Ilyenkov, 1977:83).

And thus the ideal form, these diferent ontologies, are, after all, merely the expression of a very
specific material state of affairs. The “materialisation of social life" has the consequence that both
matter and the ideal can only be understood in relation to each other.

"The ideal is the subjective image of objective reality, i.e. reflection of the external world
in the forms of man´s activity, in the form of his consciousness and will " (Ilyenkov, 1977,
14).

If we now take a step back and look at the same situation on the basis of a concrete movement of
reason, i.e. an operative reason, which develops directly from human vital activity and interacts
with it, instead of an abstract contemplative reason, then we can see that the difference between
the Amazon rainforest and the Arctic taiga turns out to be an error of perspective.

The possibilities for Amazonian societies to achieve significant modifications in the ecosystem
they inhabit are virtually nil. Contrary to popular belief, the Amazon is anything but a land of milk



and honey,  and the  ecological  limits  are  extremely  high and weigh heavily  on the  respective
societies. There is a reason why the Amazon is also called the "green desert". And it seems to be a
similar situation in the subarctic taiga. The Inuit also live in an ecosystem that makes it almost
impossible for them to intervene significantly in the reproductive dynamics of other animals and
plants, let alone exercise control over them. And, equally, their habitat is not called the "white
desert" without reason.

So if we consider the concrete vital activity of these societies, it quickly becomes clear that the
extremely hostile ecological conditions of the Amazon forest and the Arctic taiga are anything but
"entirely different", as Descola describes, but, on the contrary, have a surprising similarity. We are
not talking about a similarity of their geographical and climatic features, similarities in flora and
fauna, i.e. similarities for sensory perception. We are talking about what the environment means
for the vital activity of the collective, not for the contemplative but for the operative reason. The
similarity is precisely that both ecological spaces force those human collectives that aim to settle
in  them  permanently  to  be  relatively  subordinate  to  the  reproductive dynamics  of  the  other
ecological  factors.  One  could  say  that  both  ecosystems  condemn  human groups  to  a  certain
passivity, since the "destruction of the object", as Hegel names it, that is, the integration of natural
forces into the production dynamics of human collectives and attributing them new functions, is
beyond their capabilities.

Conclusion

Descola is not the first to point out that the concept of  nature  is peculiar to modernity. Every
dialectical philosophy starts from the certainty that the concepts used by a society at a given
time are always the result of a very specific historical process. What would be philosophically
relevant, and what Descola leaves unanswered, would be to work out what motivates modern
Western society  to  perceive  the  world  around it  in  this  way,  i.e.  to  view the  world  from the
perspective that culture and nature represent two relatively separate dimensions of reality. And the
reason lies in our totality, Capitalism, which is based on a reproduction dynamic that actively fuels
the illusion that social and ecological dynamics are not necessarily interdependent:

"The essence of the commodity structure has already often been emphasized; it is based
on the fact  that  a  relationship,  a  relation  between people,  acquires  the  character  of  a
thingness and in this way a "ghostly objectivity" which, in its strict, apparently completely
closed  and rational  inherent  lawfulness,  conceals  every  trace  of  its  basic  essence,  the
relation between human beings" (Lukacs, 2021:152).

This  concealment  is  highly  problematic,  especially  considering  the  above-mentioned  state  of
affairs, namely  that  we  are  in  the  era  of  the  Anthropocene.  It  is  not  only  our  scientific
understanding of alien systems of thought that should drive us to take these things more seriously,
but rather the understanding of the interrelationships with nature that characterize us humans,
and that is the goal of any anthropology. Even capitalism, according to Jason Moore, is nothing
other than a very specific way of organising nature (Moore, 2020); nature in general and nature in
the form of human labour. As natural creatures, we interact with an ecological environment that



has been and continues to be significantly altered by our activities, i.e. we interact with a man-
made, an anthropogenic environment, but we often do so unconsciously, as if they were
completely "natural" environments. 

At the same time, capitalism developed and reproduces itself not despite, but indeed through the
exclusion of "the majority of people, such as indigenous peoples, enslaved Africans, almost all
women and also many white men (Slavs, Jews, Irish). […] They were considered part of nature,
just like trees, soil or rivers, and were treated accordingly" (Moore, 2016:79). This strange twisting
of circumstances creates "the idea of nature and humanity in capital letters: Ecologies without
people and human relations without ecologies" (Moore, 2020). Overcoming this one-sided view is
essential to elaborate a social and political dynamic that could save us from the climate catastrophe
we  have  slid  into,  not  least  because  our  vital  activity,  i.e. capitalist  production,  has  doubly
excluded nature from its systems of thought, both human and surrounding nature.

So, we see that current political discussions also demand that we rethink our interrelationships
with the nature that surrounds us, or with matter in general. And probably no other philosopher has
thought this relationship through as consistently as Ilyenkov in his cosmology. And although this
early text is often neglected, or regarded as a mere curiosity of his theory,  I believe it to be his
most important contribution to philosophy. 
His cosmology seem to me to be an indispensable theoretical tool for contemplating our own
thought structures, which in turn can only be understood in their entirety, that is, if we understand
how the human mind is structured and related to its surrounding world, and how societies and their
thinking systems became what they are today. And so,  the Amazonian societies, like all  other
cultures, must be understood as expressions of that self-mediation of  matter, as which Ilyenkov
saw  them. The understanding of animism (or totemism) is also by  no  means  a  purely
anthropological gimmick. I conclude with Lukacs' thought, who stated that the"recapitulation of
the historical course of human development […] is at the same time the struggle of consciousness
for  its  highest  stage  of  development",  and  so  we  cannot  avoid  understanding  animism and
totemism,  thus  "acquire  the  ability  to  adequately  comprehend  the  world  in  the  science  of
philosophy"(Lukacs, 1973:787).
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