
Varieties of Animism in Amazonia
and Southeast Asia*

Philippe Descola
Emeritus Professor of Anthropology at the Collège de France

and Director of Studies at E.H.E.S.S.1

Among the numerous forms of worlding that comparative 
anthropology has identified, two of them, analogism and animism, show an 
interesting set of similarities and differences although they are predicated 
upon very different ontological premises. Analogism refers to a fragmented 
world made up of a multiplicity of components that must be held together 
through networks of correspondences, while animism presupposes a world 
composed of self-reflexive and sentient human and non-human beings who 
differ from one another by their bodily dispositions, not by their moral and 
subjective capacities. However, in certain parts of the world—Southeast 
Asia, Northwest Amazonia, and Northern Central Asia—we find a blending 
of these features, and this will be the subject of this lecture.
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My longstanding interest in understanding the different ways life processes 
can be conceptualized was triggered many years ago when I was studying what I 
called at the time the “socialization of nature” by members of a recently contacted 
Amerindian tribe in the Upper Amazon, the Achuar. I discovered during a three-
year immersion among the Achuar people with my wife and fellow anthropologist 
Anne Christine Taylor that what I believed to be a universal feature of human 
perception, the tendency to classify beings and phenomena as social or natural was 
in fact totally irrelevant for the people with whom I was living. For them, animals, 
plants, even certain artefacts, were endowed with a soul that made them persons 
with a full-fledged social and cultural life, persons with whom communication (in 
dreams and through magical songs) was reputedly possible. For the past 45 years I 
have been trying to explore the consequences of this discovery: historically, by trying 
to show that the great divide between nature and culture is not a cognitive universal 
but a recent and contingent tool crafted in the West over the past two centuries; 
ethnographically, by examining the great variety of ways people establish continuities 
and discontinuities between humans and non-humans; and anthropologically, by 
trying to find a more encompassing and less culture-specific theoretical framework 
that could accommodate this variety within a single analytical model. Unlike some 
colleagues in the social sciences who are also critical of the nature–society dualism, I 
strongly believe that trying to eliminate the duality between subject and world in the 
description and analysis of collective life must not lead to discarding the quest for 
framing devices that could account for the coherence and regularity of the behavior 
of members of a community, the distinctive style of their actions, and the codified 
expressions of these. In other words, it is not enough to show that the opposition 
between the universality of natural laws and the randomness of cultural diversity is 
meaningless for many societies; it is also necessary to integrate this distinction within 
a new analytical framework where, far from constituting a template that would 
allow anthropologists to assess distant cultures, it would be nothing more than one 
possible expression of more general schemas structuring the objectivation of things 
in the world.

I have presented just such a theory on forms of experience in the book Beyond 
Nature and Culture, published in English in 2013 (Descola 2013). What I intend to 
do here is to sum up the general argument of the book and examine the relevance of 
my propositions to Southeast Asian ethnographic material. Before I begin, however, 
I would like to say a few words about the nature of my endeavour. Simply put, my 
purpose is to bring to light structural regularities in the ways the phenomenological 
world is instituted and to show their compatibilities and incompatibilities. However, 
any analysis that purports to reveal structural regularities comes with a cost, and 
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that cost is usually the lack of plausible connexions between, on the one hand, the 
ad hoc models built by an observer to describe the properties of the social systems 
he or she studies, and, on the other hand, the cognitive and practical mediations 
by which the structural patterns thus isolated could eventually come to regulate or 
orient the behavior of individuals of the society under analysis. This is a criticism 
often leveled at structural anthropology, and rightly so. Recent research in cognitive 
psychology on the theory of schemas may provide a means to account for the 
way models of relations and behavior may structure actual practice without being 
consciously apprehended, that is, without appearing to individuals as propositional 
norms. Schemas are abstract structures, such as the artificial perspective or routine 
scenarios of daily interactions, which organize skills, perceptions, and action without 
mobilizing declarative knowledge. They are mental, sensory-motor, and emotional 
dispositions embodied thanks to experience acquired in a specific social milieu. 
They are, to borrow Maurice Bloch’s words, “things that go without saying” (Bloch 
1992). Some of these, which I call integrative schemas, are particularly interesting 
for anthropologists, for they may provide us with the type of mediating function 
that gives us the sense of sharing with other individuals the combination of habits 
we usually call culture. They can be defined as cognitive structures that generate 
inferences endowed with a high degree of abstraction and capable of ensuring 
compatibility between families of specialized schemas as well as generating new 
ones by induction. Structural analysis, as I see it, gives access to an understanding of 
how peoples schematize their experience and how this process provides them with 
explicit systems of codification to which they adhere. The guarantee that the formal 
model constructed by the analyst does reveal features of the social system that he or 
she studies therefore accrues from the fact that these features are not derived from 
some universal properties of the human mind, except perhaps at a very general level. 
Rather, they are expressions of the frames and devices through which the actors 
themselves tacitly objectify their relations to the world.

However, this objectivation is not done at random. To understand how it may 
work, my point of departure is a thought experiment based on a simple intuition 
I borrow from the philosopher Edmund Husserl: The idea is that we, humans, are 
equipped to deal with the world with two basic assets, a body and intentionality. 
This equipment allows us to generate a specific kind of integrative schema that I call 
identification, that is, the elementary mechanism by which I recognize differences 
and similarities between “I” and objects in the world. I do this by inferring analogies 
and distinctions of appearance, behavior, and attributes between what I think I am 
and what I think the others are. In other words, I can attribute or deny to an as-yet-
indeterminate alter an interiority and a physicality analogous to those I believe I am 
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endowed with. Interiority is taken here in a deliberately vague sense that, according 
to the context, will refer to attributes ordinarily associated with the soul, the mind 
or consciousness—intentionality, subjectivity, reflexivity, the aptitude to dream or 
to signify—or to more abstract characteristics such as the idea that I share with an 
alter a same essence or origin, or that we belong to the same ontological category. 
Physicality, by contrast, refers to form, substance, physiological, perceptual, sensory-
motor, and proprioceptive processes, and even temperament, as an expression of the 
purported influence of bodily humours.

Identifications based on the combination of interiority and physicality are in 
fact very limited: When confronted with an alter, whether human or nonhuman, I 
can either surmise that this object possesses elements of materiality and interiority 
analogous to mine, and this I call totemism, or if his interiority and physicality are 
entirely distinct from mine, I call this analogism. Should we have similar interiorities 
and different materialities, I call this animism, or if our interiorities are discontinuous 
and our materialities continuous, I call this naturalism. These formulae define 
four major types of ontologies, that is, systems of detection for assessing qualities 
among existents, which in turn provide anchoring points for sociocosmic forms of 
aggregation, conceptions of alterity, and definitions of the epistemic subject.

Let us briefly examine some properties of these four modes of identification. 
Animism as a continuity of souls and a discontinuity of bodies is quite common in 
South and North America, in Siberia, and in some parts of Southeast Asia, where 
people endow plants, animals and other elements in their environment with a 
subjective self and establish with these entities all sorts of personal relations. In 
animist systems, humans and nonhumans are conceived as possessing the same type 
of interiority: most animals and some plants are treated as persons and endowed 
with a soul that allows them to communicate with humans. And it is because of this 
common internal essence that nonhumans are said to possess social characteristics: 
behavior based on respecting kinship rules or ethical codes, ritual activity, etc. 
However, the reference shared by most beings in the world is humankind as a 
general condition, not man as a species. In other words, humans and all the kinds of 
nonhumans with whom humans interact have different physicalities such that their 
identical internal essences are lodged in different types of bodies often described as 
clothing that can be donned or discarded, the better to underline their disconnection 
from the interiorities that inhabit them. Specific clothing bring distinct perspectives 
on the world, since the physiological and perceptual constraints proper to a type of 
body impose to each class of being a specific position and point of view in the general 
ecology of relations. Human and non-human persons have an integrally cultural view 
of their life sphere because they share the same kind of interiority, but the world 
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that all these entities apprehend and use is different, for their bodily equipment is 
distinct.

These differences of bodies bear on form rather than substance. This is hardly 
surprising as animist ontologies borrow part of their operational schema from the 
model of the trophic chain. Everywhere in the animist archipelago one finds the idea 
that vitality, energy, and fecundity constantly circulate between organisms thanks 
to the capture, exchange and consuming of flesh. This constant recycling of tissues 
and fluids at all levels, analogous to nutritional interdependence, is a clear indication 
that all beings that ingest one another cannot be distinguished by their substance. 
By contrast, the place that each species occupies in the trophic chain is precisely 
determined by its organic equipment, since that conditions both the milieu accessible 
to the species and, through locomotion and the acquisition of food, the type of 
resources that can be tapped in it. The form of bodies is thus the entire biological 
tool kit that allows a species to occupy a habitat and lead there the distinctive life 
style by which it is identified. Although many species share a certain interiority, each 
of them possesses its own physicality under the guise of a particular ethogram that 
will determine its own Umwelt, in the sense of Jakob von Uexküll’s conception, that 
is, the salient features of its environment are those geared to its specific bodily tools: 
modes of locomotion, reproduction, and food acquisition (von Uexküll 1909).

Let us now turn to the second mode of identification, where some beings in the 
world share sets of physical and moral attributes that seem to cut across the boundaries 
of species. I call this totemism, but in a very different sense from the one attached to 
the term since Lévi-Strauss attempted to debunk the “totemic illusion” by showing that 
totemism can be viewed as a general classificatory device using natural discontinuities 
as a mental model to organize social segmentation (Lévi-Strauss 1962b). This was the 
accepted meaning that I previously used myself in a couple of papers where I tried, 
mistakenly, to contrast animism and totemism by stating that, while totemism uses 
natural discontinuities between species to map social relations between humans, 
animism uses social categories to map relations between humans and natural objects. 
However, this too-neat inversion in fact affirmed the distinction between nature and 
society inherent to the Lévi-Straussian version of totemism, and thus does no justice 
to animism where this distinction is meaningless. I now believe that this distinction 
is also meaningless in the case of totemism. For totemism is more than a universal 
classificatory device; it is also, and perhaps foremost, a strikingly original ontology best 
exemplified in Aboriginal Australia. There, the main totem of a group of humans, most 
often an animal or a plant, and all the beings, human and non-human, affiliated to it, 
are said to share certain general attributes of physical conformation, substance, and 
behavior by virtue of a common origin localized in space.
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Now, as the linguist Carl Georg von Brandenstein has shown very clearly in 
his thorough analysis of the meaning of Aboriginal totem terms, the attributes that 
crosscut the species boundary are not derived from what is improperly called the 
eponym entity, since the word designating the totem in many cases is not the name 
of a species, a biological taxon, but rather the name of an abstract property present 
in the species as well as in all beings subsumed under it in a totemic grouping (von 
Brandenstein 1982). In other words, the names of the totemic classes are terms that 
denote properties also used to designate the totemic species, and not the reverse, 
that is, names of zoological taxa from which would be inferred the typical attributes 
of the totemic classes. It is thus difficult to maintain, at least for Aborigines, the 
classificatory interpretation of totemism, since the basic difference here is between 
aggregates of attributes common to humans and nonhumans within classes 
designated by abstract terms, not between animal and vegetal species that provide by 
their manifest discontinuities of form and behavior an analogical template that could 
be used to structure social discontinuities.

The third mode of identification, which I call analogism, is predicated on the 
idea that all entities in the world are fragmented into a multiplicity of essences, 
forms, and substances separated by minute intervals. These are often ordered 
along a graded scale, such as in the Great Chain of Being, which served as the 
main cosmological model during the European Middle Ages and Renaissance. This 
disposition allows for a recombination of the system of initial contrasts into a dense 
network of analogies linking the intrinsic properties of each autonomous entity 
present in the world. What is most striking in such systems is the ingeniousness 
with which inferences are actively sought out based upon all the similarities and 
resonances, especially as these are applied in crucial domains of life such as the 
prediction and treatment of illness and misfortune. The obsession with analogies 
becomes a dominating feature, as in traditional China where, according to Marcel 
Granet “society, man, the world, are objects of a global knowledge constituted by the 
sole use of analogy” (Granet 1968 [1934]: 297).2

However, analogy is only a result or consequence of the necessity to organize 
a world composed of a myriad independent element, such as the Chinese wan wu, 
the 10,000 essences. Analogy becomes possible and thinkable only if the terms that 
it conjoins are initially distinguished, if the power to detect similarities between 
things is applied to singularities that are, by this process, partially extracted 
from their original isolation. Analogism can be seen as a hermeneutic dream of 

2　My translation.
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completeness and totalization that proceeds from a dissatisfaction: Admitting that 
all the components of the world are separated by tiny discontinuities, it entertains 
the hope of weaving these weakly differentiated elements into a canvass of affinities 
and attractions that has all the appearances of continuity. But the ordinary state of 
the world is indeed a multiplicity of differences, and reverberating affinity is only the 
expected means by which to render this fragmented world intelligible and tolerable. 
This multiplication of the elementary pieces of the world resonating within each of 
its parts—including humans, divided into numerous components, themselves divided 
through successive nesting and partially located outside the body—appears to be 
a distinctive feature of analogist ontologies and the best clue for identifying them. 
Apart from the case of China, to which I have already alluded, this type of ontology 
was dominant in Europe from Antiquity to the Renaissance and is also common in 
other parts of Asia, in West Africa, and in native cultures of Mexico, Central America 
and the Andes.

The last mode of identification, naturalism, corresponds to an ontology that 
emerged in the West in propositional form during the 17th century and can best be 
described as a process, namely, naturalization, which has proceeded via the second 
colonial expansion and globalization to many other parts of the world. Naturalism 
is not only the idea that nature exists, that certain entities owe their existence and 
development to a principle which is extraneous both to chance and to the effects 
of human will, it also implies a counterpart, a world of artifice and free-will. The 
complexity of this has progressively emerged under the scrutiny of analysts, until it 
rendered necessary, during the 19th century, the institution of special sciences given 
the task of stabilizing its boundaries and characteristics: the diverse expressions of 
human creativity in the production of signs, norms, and goods. Now, if one considers 
naturalism, the coexistence between a single unifying nature and a multiplicity 
of cultures, not as an all-embracing template that allows objectifying any reality, 
but as one among several other modes of identification, then its properties appear 
much more clearly. For instance, naturalism inverts the ontological premises of 
animism since, instead of claiming an identity of souls and a difference of bodies, it 
is predicated upon a discontinuity of interiorities and a material continuity. What 
distinguishes humans from nonhumans in the naturalist ontology is the mind, the 
soul, subjectivity, a moral conscience, language and so forth, in the same way human 
groups are distinguished from one another by a collective internal disposition that 
used to be called Volksgeist but is more familiar to us now by its modern label “culture.” 
On the other hand, we have been informed, especially since Darwin, that the physical 
dimension of humans locates them within a material continuum wherein they do 
not stand out as a singularity. The ontological discrimination that excludes non-
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human organisms biologically very close to us is a sign of the privilege granted in the 
naturalist mode of identification to criteria based on the expression of a purported 
interiority (language, self-consciousness, theory of mind) rather than those based on 
material continuity.

I want to make clear that these four modes of identification are in no way 
exclusive. My hypothesis is that each human activates one or another of them in 
certain circumstances, but one of them is always dominant in a specific time and 
place in that it gives to members of a community socialized according to the same 
patterns the main framework through which they perceive and interpret salient 
aspects of their environment. Although ontologies encountered in some parts of 
the world assume one or another mode of identification in a very pure form (in 
Amazonia, Australia, or China, for instance), perhaps the most common situation 
is one of hybridity. This typology of models should thus be taken as a heuristic 
device rather than as a method for classifying societies into rigid compartments. 
However, in this instance hybridity does not mean, as it often does nowadays, a 
random mixture of elements resulting from historical vagaries, for most societies 
in that sense would be hybrids resulting from a merger of inner processes and 
countervailing external influences. Here I mean a state of equilibrium in a logical 
process of structural transformation from one of the four modes of identification to 
another, where some elements of the core ontology remain present and cohabit with 
elements of another core ontology without the latter one predominating. In Beyond 
Nature and Culture, I attempted to show how such a structural transformation would 
work by examining the ontological changes required to pass from an egalitarian 
relationship between humans and nonhumans to a hierarchical one, as one moves 
westward from the hunting societies of northern North America to the nomadic 
herders of southern Mongolia through a series of intermediate steps.

To explain this structural dynamic, I must return brief ly to another 
proposition I made in Beyond Nature and Culture to account for social and cultural 
diversification. The four ontological archipelagos are not uniform; they become 
internally differentiated by various elementary patterns of relation that shape 
interactions between humans and non-humans alike. These relations can be divided 
into two main groups: on the one hand, exchange, predation, and gifting, wherein a 
value moves between potentially reversible terms that have an equivalent ontological 
status; on the other hand, production, protection, and transmission, wherein the 
relation becomes hierarchical. Although these sets of relations can be said to form 
the basic tool kit of the social sciences, I have reworked them slightly. For instance, 
in contrast to Mauss’ position, gifting is differentiated from exchange, since the 
latter always calls for a double movement of give and take, while the first in principle 
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excludes a counterpart (otherwise, it would not be a gift). Similarly, production is 
in no way the universal process claimed in Marxist and constructivist approaches, 
for the idea of an intentional agent imposing a form on matter according to a 
mental blueprint is a conception of action that is uncommon in most non-European 
cultures. These patterns of relations are partly based on cognitive processes but are 
not in-built categorical imperatives; rather, they should be treated as objectified 
properties of collective life that come to be embodied in physical and mental 
dispositions and are thus stabilized as habitus. Giving (including oneself ) to others, 
taking, or receiving from them, exchanging with them, but also appropriating others, 
protecting them, producing them, or placing oneself in their dependence, form the 
basic set of interpersonal actions that humans have inherited from their phylogeny; it 
should come as no surprise that these provide a repertory from which each collective 
will draw a favourite mode of relating to others.

My argument is that the main condition for change, that is, for the transformation 
of specific combinations of ontological types and patterns of relation, resides in the 
substitution of one dominant scheme of relation by another. For, if a given ontology 
can be modulated by very dissimilar relational configurations, this tolerance does not 
extend beyond a certain point. Certain patterns of relation that play a minor part in 
one ontological context may see their role increase for a variety of reasons such that 
they end up becoming incompatible with the dominant ontological distribution; as a 
result, the latter may evolve towards a new ontological scheme that will prove more 
hospitable to the new hegemonic relation. This is the process I attempted to illustrate 
in Beyond Nature and Culture by showing how the relation of protection evolves as 
it passes from a marginal position within the context of the “giving animism” typical 
of native northern North America (the protection afforded to his herd by the spirit 
master of the caribou) to a dominant position in the “protective analogism” typical 
of herders in southern Siberia (the protection afforded by humans to their cattle, by 
the divinities to humans and their animals, by the ancestors to their descendants, 
etc.). This transformation takes place through a series of intermediate positions 
found in eastern and northern Siberia (Descola 2013: chapter 15). Although animal 
domestication seems to play a central role in this transition, it does not automatically 
occur. Domestication was potentially present in native northern North America 
through the pattern of relationship implied between the Master of Animals and the 
herds of caribou, but was never actualized, and was even actively resisted because its 
result, a new status for certain animals, did not fit the local ontology.

It seems to me that a similar line of analysis could be applied to Southeast Asian 
ethnographic material. A book published in 2016, Animism in Southeast Asia, was 
partly devoted to discussing the applicability of my propositions to the region. The 
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editors, Kaj Århem and Guido Sprenger, argue that Southeast Asia challenges my 
typology, notably because most indigenous cosmologies there share some features 
with both animism and analogism as I define them, while differing from both in 
other respects (K. Århem and G. Sprenger eds. 2016). In his introduction to the 
volume, Århem argues that the institutions there have a distinctly analogist flavor—
ancestor worship, sacrifice, spirit possession, a formal priesthood—while the basic 
features of an analogist ontology such as a highly segmented and diversified world 
and a fragmented and unstable subject are generally lacking, except for one, in my 
view the most important, hierarchy (Århem 2016b). This is why he proposes to 
qualify Southeast Asian animism as mostly hierarchical, in contrast with other forms 
encountered in the Americas, in northern Northeast Asia, and those in Southeast 
Asia that are markedly egalitarian. I have nothing against this graded model which 
closely resembles, structurally at least, the transformation I put forth in Beyond 
Nature and Culture; with the difference that, in Southeast Asia, the continuum is not 
made up of a contiguous series of transformations extending over space, but rather 
an encapsulation of different ontological regimes that often coexist in the same 
geographical space. Thus, the problem is not so much accounting for how one moves 
from the most hierarchical forms of animism to straightforward analogism, but 
rather how one moves from egalitarian to hierarchical animism, and to understand 
whether these two forms of animism represent variations within a single ontological 
complex or are already symptoms of an ontological shift. This is what I propose to 
examine now.

In both continental and island Southeast Asia, the combination of animism and 
analogism is a continuum of collectives exhibiting more and more analogist traits 
and fewer animist traits, or vice versa, depending on the starting point we adopt. It 
is therefore important to establish a fine-grained typology of the forms of transition 
from animism to analogism, by examining what changes at each stage in the nature of 
the elements making up the collectives. The first block, characteristic of what might 
be called standard animism, and the least represented in Southeast Asia, features 
in populations such as the aboriginal groups known as Orong Asli in Malaysia 
(Chewong, Ma’Betisék, Batek...) or the Penan of Borneo. Here we see all the features 
of Amazonian or Siberian animism: most non-humans have a clearly singularized 
interiority like that of humans, but each class is distinguished by its body conceived 
as a garment.3 Perspectivism is very common among humans, animals, and spirits 
alike, who do not see themselves as others see them, and see others differently than 

3　Perhaps the closest to an Amazonian paradigm are the Chewong of Malaysia (Howell 1989[1984]).
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they see themselves. The difference in physicality—each kind of being is clothed in 
a sui generis body—underpins the distribution of inhabitants of the cosmos among 
tribes-species of humans and non-humans situated on an equal footing. Lastly, 
relations between humans and non-humans are based on reciprocal predation, for 
the former mainly through hunting, and for the latter through the vengeance that the 
game’s protective spirits wreak on humans by sending them diseases.

A second block is made up of most Southeast Asian tribal populations, who 
generally live in the hills away from the plains where urban centers are concentrated. 
This area has come to be known as Zomia and designates the highlands of 
continental Southeast Asia occupied by ethnic groups that have until very recently 
partially escaped the control of colonial and then post-colonial states established 
in the lowlands (Scott 2009). Although Zomia does not encompass island and 
peninsular Southeast Asia, the type of contrast that this notion highlights can also 
be found in Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines, probably also in Taiwan, in 
the contrast between centers of economic and political power located on the coast 
and at the mouths of rivers, and the tribal groups located upstream and in the 
highlands. We may choose to call this group “the mountain peoples”, as the French 
did in Indochina to designate populations living in the Annamite mountain range, 
a name that corresponds well to the expression “hill-tribes” in English. What are 
the characteristics of hill-tribe cosmology, typical of populations who cultivate dry 
rice in swiddens and raise pigs and buffalo, and for whom domesticated animals 
have mainly replaced wild animals as social, economic, and ritual partners? The first 
striking feature that aligns mountain cosmologies with animist ontological regimes is 
the proliferation of spirits: spirits of place, masters of animals and plants, ancestors 
and ghosts are generally topped by a dominant spirit and organized in a broader 
gradation comprising other beings, animate and inanimate, including humans, which 
are most often inserted in an intermediate position between the spirits of the celestial 
world and those of the underworld. In contrast to the forms of animism typical of 
Amazonia or North America, this proliferation of spirits is hierarchical, and relations 
between the strata are maintained through sacrifice. Humans offer domesticated 
animals, ideally buffaloes, to the ancestors and most powerful spirits who are the 
masters of the land, forest, and waters, in exchange for the right to use the resources 
of which they are guardians.

To illustrate this second block, we can take the example of the Katou, who are 
well described in the publications of Yves Goudineau and Kaj Århem.4  This highland 

4　For instance (Århem 2016a; Goudineau 2008).
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population of central Vietnam and Laos enlists the help of good spirits, mainly 
ancestors, to mediate with powerful forest spirits, all of whom have the capacity to 
inflict harm. Sacrifice is the principal means of winning the good graces of these 
forest spirits, since the domestic animals raised by humans are their main source of 
nourishment. Placating the spirits by feeding them helps to maintain cosmic order, 
avoid afflictions, redeem faults, and restore social order. If neglected or offended, 
these spirits become angry and devour human souls, causing illness and death. The 
Katou are also dedicated hunters and say that game is the livestock of the forest 
spirits whose mission  is to watch over it, a concept common throughout the animist 
archipelago. The most important of these wild animal masters, a female figure 
called Komorbarr, is reputed to deliver individuals from her herd to humans out of 
compassion for them, a gift testifying to an attitude of benevolent generosity that 
must be recognized and celebrated by Katou villagers through ritual when a hunt is 
successful. During the various ceremonial operations, the meat of the game is treated 
in the same way as that of sacrificed domestic animals: It is offered to the spirits 
before being eaten communally by the villagers. The parallel between sacrifice and 
hunting ritual is more complex, however, in that the latter doubles the operations 
and protagonists of the former. Indeed, the hunting ritual involves a wild animal 
whose “sacrifier” is not human, but a spirit, and whose recipient, at least initially, is 
not a community of spirits, but a community of humans. It is the mistress of game, 
Komorbarr, who is the true initial sacrifier, the giver of the animal to humans, while 
the hunter, in the sacrificer role, is merely the occasional instrument of death.5 The 
ritual meal of the villagers constitutes the return to the spirits of the offering that 
was first made to humans, according to the classic sacrificial logic whereby the latter 
eat the flesh whose scent they offer to the spirits. The parallelism between wild 
and domestic animals also works in the other direction, since the buffalo, before 
being sacrificed in the village square, is attacked with spears as if being hunted. The 
example of the Katou, who manage to transform an animist rite of exchange between 
humans and spirits into a sacrificial operation, shows just how central sacrifice is to 
this form of animism specific to Southeast Asia. It expresses human dependence on 
spirits, but also the trust placed in their benevolence and the expectation of their 
blessings. In contrast to the symmetrical intersubjectivity of human-animal relations 
that characterizes standard animism in the Americas or Siberia, the intersubjectivity 

5　�I make this important distinction between the person who offers the sacrifice, the “sacrifier” 
(in French “sacrifiant”) and the specialist who performs the sacrifice, the “sacrificer” (in French 
“sacrificateur”) from the arch-classic on sacrifice (Henri Hubert et M. Mauss 2016[1899]).
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that unfolds in Southeast Asian sacrificial animism is fundamentally asymmetrical 
and is centered not on human relations with animals that have the properties of 
spirits, but on spirits that are fed from animals raised by humans for their benefit.

A final feature of mountain ontologies has been highlighted by Jeanne Cuisinier 
in her classic book Sumangat. L’âme et son culte en Indochine et en Indonésie (Cuisinier 
1951). Throughout the region, we find the idea that the world is animated by a 
principle, often glossed as a soul, that imbues its components with an agency, a kind 
of universal, distributed interiority. Yet this life principle is not evenly distributed; it 
is a disposition that qualifies each being, animate or inanimate, but which manifests 
itself with greater or lesser intensity. Moreover, this subjective disposition can not 
only take the form of an individual soul, as is the case in standard animism, it can 
also be seen as an agency that finds its source outside the being associated with 
it and often takes the form of a personal quality hypostasized in a spirit: courage, 
ambition, cunning, strength of character. Both as an aspect of interiority and as an 
attribute originating from outside and conferred by a spirit, this power tends to be 
reified as substantial, a concrete essence, a focus of energy, both detachable from the 
being it animates and able to materialize in objects that become both signs of wealth 
and signs of moral power: gongs, bronze drums, large terracotta jars, embroidered 
fabrics. It is because the universal soul can receive a substantive and visible form in 
a being that it can be differentiated and quantified, so the conception of the person 
among the hill tribes has been aptly described as a “theory of unequal souls” (Kirsch 
1973: 24). One might call this ontological regime distributed animism.

The inequality of souls is strongly accentuated in the last stage of the Southeast 
Asian animist continuum, that of the highly hierarchical collectives illustrated by 
the case of the Toradja on the island of Sulawesi (Tsintjilonis 2004). Their ontology 
is characterized by highly differentiated classes of beings, including human beings, 
forged by the demiurge from distinct materials (gold, iron, mud, stone, sugarcane). 
Three humanities thus coexist within the Toradja community, nobles, commoners, 
and slaves, whose distinct “natures” (rupa) are incommensurable. Neighbors of the 
Toradja to the south of Sulawesi, and Islamized since the 17th century, the Bugis 
have the same kind of hierarchical cosmology based on a gradation of cosmic power, 
again resulting from a physical trait: the nobles are born with a significant quantity 
of “white blood” passed down to them by descent from ancestral spirits. By virtue 
of their birth, they form a species apart, and the physical potential they harbor must 
be nurtured and cultivated. The differential distribution of cosmic power between 
beings is thus the basis of the hierarchy that orders them (Errington 1983). In short, 
for both Toradja and Bugis, the inequality of interiorities is paradoxically founded on 
the differential distribution of physicalities.
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What consequences does this have for the redefinition of animism, in particular 
the elementary characteristic of attributing subjectivity to non-humans, especially 
animals? Unlike other parts of the animist archipelago, in Amazonia, North America, 
Siberia or even, further west, among the Chewong or Ma’Betisék, the plants and 
animals of the Toradja world—except for the buffalo, rice and cat—are not endowed 
with individual subjectivity, this quality being reserved for their ancestors when 
they were still in human form. That said, animals and plants are said to possess 
“spirits of life” (deata), which are conceived less as individual subjectivities than as 
manifestations of the ever-active interiority of the species’ ancestor. We can therefore 
conclude that the Toradja have two more-or-less particularized forms of animation: 
the deata life spirits linked to specific bodies, and the sumanga cosmic power at the 
root of all animation, expressed in phenomena that are not always discrete in form.6 
This is a more diffuse form of animism than that found in other parts of the animist 
archipelago, since it unfolds along a continuum in which, while some non-humans 
do have the same type of interiority as humans, most others, from organisms to 
watercourses, from houses to talismans, are more or less particularized expressions 
of a cosmic energy distributed within them in varying degrees of concentration. The 
other dimension of animism, that each class of being possesses a distinct physicality, 
is also present, since the types of beings in Toradja cosmology are all differentiated 
by their distinct natures (rupa), even humans. The tribe-species collective typical 
of animism does not seem to exist among the Toradja, since a cosmic sociability 
links beings of all kinds in a single network of interdependencies, a classic feature of 
analogist collectives.

Moreover, Toradja “multinaturalism” takes on a singular aspect where humans 
are concerned: there it is highly hierarchical. Made of different substances, humans 
are divided into three castes, which the Toradja call “stakes”: golden stakes (nobles), 
iron stakes (common people) and sugarcane knot stakes (slaves). The materials at the 
heart of this classification are reputed to be transmitted in the mother’s blood from 
generation to generation, thus preserving the different nature of each caste over time. 
To speak of caste is not unwarranted in the present case, for not only do members 
have different bodies, but their functions, though hierarchical, are complementary, 
notably in the organization of sacrifice. And yet, the bodily differences between the 
three castes correspond perfectly to the kinds of differences in physical disposition 
that characterize discontinuities between tribes-species in animism. Here, the 

6　�Sumanga is neither matter nor force; it exists in different concentrations in different living beings 
(Wilcox 1949: 434).
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physical differences are indexed to blood purity: The higher one is positioned in 
the hierarchy, the purer one’s blood, and the more beautiful, truth-loving, and 
inscrutable one becomes. This is why strict segregation is maintained, since the pure 
blood of the highest-ranking nobles does not tolerate the impure blood of slaves. 
Compared to “standard” animism, the Toradja model presents a double inflection. 
The interiority of humans and non-humans does not take the usual form of a clearly 
individualized soul or spirit; rather, it is the diffraction within each of a vital power 
that animates the entire cosmos. However, these manifestations of the cosmic 
soul are not homogeneous or isonomic; not because they each reflect a different 
position in the world or a particular biographical trajectory, as is the case in standard 
animism. The singularization of interiorities stems from the fact that each class of 
being incorporates and expresses universal subjectivity to varying different degrees, 
depending on the concentration of cosmic essence it has received.

The other inflection of the Toradja system in relation to ordinary animism 
concerns physicality. As is the case elsewhere, each class of being possesses its 
own physical dispositions, which differentiate it from others by the actions these 
dispositions enable its members to perform in a given environment—a sort of 
ethogram that provides the basis for members constituting a sui generis tribe-
species. This fragmentation of natures, each specific to a class of beings, also affects 
humans. In ordinary animism, humanity does not constitute a homogeneous whole, 
but is dissociated into many tribe-species, each differentiated from its neighbors by 
its habitat, its eating habits, its ornaments and costumes, its weapons and tools, the 
language it speaks and the ethos it manifests in its behavior. Each human collective is 
thus distinguished from others by its own body and ways of using it. What changes 
in the Toradja case, is that certain tribes-species of humans, instead of leading an 
autonomous existence, find themselves integrated within a single collective of which 
they form a hierarchical stratum. Each caste thus forms a tribe-species ontologically 
independent of other castes, but functionally and liturgically dependent on them. 
The multinaturalism typical of animism is thus maintained, but redeployed and 
hierarchized within the collectives themselves rather than being, as in standard 
animism, the visible mark of difference between the collectives. The result is a double 
differentiation: of subjectivities according to the density of the cosmic power each 
class of being can reflect, and of the physicalities each class of being exhibits, since 
bodies are hierarchized in nature according to what they are able to accomplish. 
This double differentiation constitutes the beginning of a general fragmentation of 
interiorities and physicalities typical of the ontological regime of analogism. The 
Toradja case is an example of stratified animism that occupies a crucial position 
within the continuum of transformations specific to Southeast Asia; it sits at the 



16

Taiw
an  Journal  of  A

nthropology   

臺
灣
人
類
學
刊

junction of the most distributed forms of animism and the most intersubjective 
forms of analogism. This is what the following table shows.

Types of Southeast Asian animism
Standard animism

(Chewong, Penan, etc.)
Distributed animism

(‘Hill-tribes’)
Stratified animism

(Collectives with castes)
Type of 

interiority
Humans and non-
humans have a neatly 
individualized interiority

Diffracted interiority 
(‘soul of the world’), 
reifiable and present in 
each being with unequal 
degrees of intensity

Diffracted interiority, 
reifiable and present in each 
being with unequal degrees 
of intensity as a function of 
the differences of physicality; 
absent in most plants and 
animals

Type of 
physicality

Each ‘species’ of human 
and non-human has a 
body proper to its kind 
(‘clothing’)

The agencies of humans 
and non-humans vary 
according to the degree 
of concentration of their 
interiority

The agencies are all different, 
included among human 
collectives, because of their 
distinct ‘natures’ 

Type of 
perspective

Generalized for all 
humans and non-humans

Rather restricted to 
humans and spirits

Exclusively restricted to 
humans and spirits

Type of 
collectives

Humans and non-
humans live in egalitarian 
tribes-species

Human collectives are 
egalitarians, collectives 
of spirits are not

Human and non-human 
collectives are all hierarchical

Type of 
relation 
between 

humans and 
non-humans

Hunting and incipient 
swidden horticulture

Reciprocal predation

Hunting, polyculture, 
dry rice-farming, animal 
husbandry
Exchange and gifts 
mediated by sacrifice

Residual hunting, dry and 
irrigated rice-farming, animal 
husbandry
Exchange and gifts mediated 
by sacrifice via a ritual 
specialist

Source: Philippe Descola

What are the conditions for the transition from one type of animism to another? 
What transforms standard animism into distributed animism is when the same 
interiority in humans and many non-humans is conceived as a graded interiority; that 
is, one that reflects unevenly in each being a generalized subjectivity that specialists 
of the region call “cosmic power” or “world soul.” But this is not yet a hierarchy per 
se, but a diversity of ways of apprehending the human and non-human person, the 
latter varying in its aspect rather than in the nature of its components. This means 
there are as many aspects as there are objects with which any subject establishes a 
singular relation to a singular term (Sprenger 2016: 38). In this way, and insofar as 
the gradation of interiorities is an effect of the intensity of the relationships between 
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human and non-human persons, the imputation of subjectivity to a being  is less a 
recognition in it of an intrinsic attribute—a “soul” or a linguistic ability—than the 
effect of the type of interaction with that being  authorized in a certain circumstance.

The transition from distributed animism to stratified animism, then, is the 
result of a double movement. First, there is a stabilization of graded interiorities in 
a range of corresponding physicalities, or “natures,” which were in any case already 
different, as they always are in animist regimes. This stabilization of unequal souls 
in physicalities that are themselves all distinct no longer results from the accidents 
of life or the variability of personal talents among humans, as was the case in 
distributed animism, but from a cosmogenesis during which classes of ontologically 
different beings are created ab initio, including among humans. In contrast to the 
origin myths of standard Amazonian or Siberian animism, the ontogeny of stratified 
animism is no longer a process of speciation, that is, a catastrophic transition from 
the continuous to the discrete, but an immediately creative process of progressive 
fabrication of classes of beings that are from the outset quite distinct in both their 
physicality and their interiority. Once this double movement of differentiation has 
been accomplished, humans scattered in tribes-species find themselves available to 
be grouped together within the same collective in a pyramid of castes, following the 
example of the Toradja or Bugis collectives. Whether this development occurred 
empirically through internal divisions in an egalitarian human collective, or through 
the aggregation within the same collective of groups initially alien to each other, 
only history, when it is accessible, can tell on a case-by-case basis.7 But in the final 
analysis, it hardly matters, because it is the structural logic of the mechanism that 
is important here. This clearly points to the emergence of hierarchy, that ordering 
device of differences so central to the analogist regime. And yet, these caste-based 
collectives are still animist, for the kinds of beings of which they are made have a 
subjectivity that, while graded in its degree of intensity, is not all that fragmented, as 
it is in analogist ontologies.

The transition from stratified animism to analogism, that is, from one 
ontology to another, takes place almost imperceptibly. In Southeast Asia at least, the 
difference between these two modes of identification is one of degree, not of kind. 
It is expressed in two ways. First, by a considerable extension of the sociocosmic 
hierarchy and an increase in the number of its components, both human and non-
human; second, by a systematic recourse to networks of analogical correspondences 
to link together all the new singularities. Hierarchical gradation and the search for 

7　For a historical approach on the Bugis, see for instance (Hamonic 1980).
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correspondences, the most common methods employed in analogist ontologies to 
hold together their disparate elements, thus become much more visible than in even 
the most stratified variants of animism. This is what the example of the Shan shows.

Scattered in a multitude of pockets from Assam and southern China to Myanmar 
and Tonkin, the Shan have long organized themselves into small fairly autonomous 
principalities, occupying the valley bottoms where they practice irrigated rice 
cultivation, in continuous interaction with the mountain tribes who live in the hills 
growing dry rice in swiddens. Despite this mosaic settlement, interspersed between 
generally animist populations of different languages and cultures, the Shan are highly 
homogeneous and can justifiably be considered an illustration of the most common 
form of analogism in Southeast Asia. This is primarily due to their collectives being 
more hierarchical than those with caste systems. Shan segmentation superficially 
resembles that of the Toradja or Bugis, with a tripartite division between a hereditary 
nobility, an intermediate bloc of farmers, and a conglomerate of people forming the 
least regarded classes, in which slaves were once included. Within these three orders, 
however, there are many de facto subdivisions. At the very top of the pyramid, the 
Saohpa is a sacred king reigning over a kinship-based aristocracy whose members 
are ranked in order of importance according to their proximity to the sovereign and 
the dignity of the functions they perform. The farmers’ bloc is differentiated only 
by the greater or lesser material affluence of its members, wealth being for the Shan 
the visible manifestation of the moral plenitude an individual can attain. Finally, the 
lower classes are highly diverse: fishermen, butchers, liquor merchants, pig herders—
all performing menial and impure tasks according to the Buddhist code, but these are 
again subtly stratified. This extensive hierarchy is matched by an extensive hierarchy of 
non-humans. The Shan may be Theravada Buddhists, but they also cohabit with a host 
of sedimented spirits. These are often associated with places: rivers, valleys, forests, 
houses; some are the guardians of villages, others are associated with the four elements, 
still others are attached to protective tattoos and amulets and watch over those 
who wear them. Ghosts, monsters, and sorcerers also abound, all personalized and 
localized. Naga, the cosmic serpent, and phii long, the great spirit, are also metapersons 
to be reckoned with. Finally, despite Buddhism’s reluctance to sacrifice, the Shan offer 
animals to spirits, especially those who protect their villages, in rites whose motives 
and procedures are not very different from those of distributed and stratified animism. 
In short, the Shan world is teeming with non-humans whose functions and spheres of 
action are just as varied and singular as those of humans. Compared to the stratified 
animism of the Toradja, the Shan analogist cosmos differs only in the greater layering 
of its hierarchy and the greater abundance of its ontic furniture; structurally, the latter 
can be seen as a diversification of the former.
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On the other hand, the calendar system used by the Shan to determine the best 
and worst days for carrying out particular activities is a model of the networks of 
correspondences that analogist systems use to connect singularities (Tannenbaum 
1984); these networks are rarer in animist ontological regimes, even in Southeast 
Asia. The Shan system is based on the Buddhist calendar of twelve lunar months, 
but the constituent units and the values they are assigned are determined by many 
other factors, for example, the type of food spirits consume on different days of 
the year, a fundamental piece of information for determining what offerings are 
appropriate, and activities that are recommended or proscribed. As in any effective 
network of correspondences, no singularity is overlooked here: every moment, every 
point and orientation of space, every event, every type of relationship, every task 
to be accomplished, every temperament is connected in meaningful and practical 
associations to reduce the uncertainty engendered for humans by the obligation to 
live in the kind of infinitely diverse world analogist ontologies like to depict.

The continuum that leads from the standard animism of the Chewong to the 
equally standard analogism of the Shan is only intelligible if we pay attention to 
a series of tiny modifications concerning the nature of the interiority detected in 
humans and non-humans, the relationship between the specificities of this interiority 
and the specificities of physicality, the degree of diversification of components of the 
cosmos and the scale of mechanisms implemented to reduce it. One point remains 
to be clarified in this gradual transition: the role played by sacrifice. In broad terms, 
it can be said that sacrifice is very rare in standard animist groups. Entirely absent 
among populations who refuse to raise livestock, such as the Chewong, Ma’Bétisek, 
Batek or Penan, it is reduced to ritual offerings of chicken or pig among populations 
such as the Bontoc or Buid. On the other hand, sacrifice is widespread in distributed 
and stratified animism, as well as in standard analogism, where it is limited only by 
Buddhism and Islam, which nevertheless have not managed to eliminate it.

This finding contradicts the hypothesis I put forth in Beyond Nature and 
Culture (Descola 2016: 228-231), that sacrifice is a coupling device typical of 
analogism, insofar as its main purpose is to link two terms between which there is 
initially no connection, the aim of the operation being, to use the definition proposed 
by Lévi-Strauss, “to establish a relationship, not of resemblance, but of contiguity, by 
means of a series of successive identifications that can be made in both directions 
(...) : either from the sacrifier to the sacrificer, from the sacrificer to the victim, from 
the sacralized victim to the divinity; or in reverse order” (Lévi-Strauss 1962a: 297-
298, my translation). The use of sacrifice to forge a relationship between initially 
dissociated entities may therefore prove relevant in an ontological regime, analogism, 
in which all existents are singularities; it makes possible a link between two distant 
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and heterogeneous entities, the sacrifier and the recipient of the sacrifice, by means 
of gradual, transitive identifications between intermediate elements. While sacrifice 
is unknown in the animist collectives of the Americas and Siberia, it is practiced in 
Southeast Asia by collectives typical of distributed animism—most hill tribes—where 
the need for a mechanism to link disjointed elements does not present itself with 
the same intensity as in analogist collectives. It is therefore necessary to reconsider 
the overly exclusive function I had formerly attributed to sacrifice as a necessary 
connector for the expression of analogist ontologies.

First, it should be noted that standard animism in Southeast Asia and elsewhere 
is based on forms of relationships between beings and the circulation of values 
that are quite different from those within which sacrifice is deployed. In standard 
animism, humans appropriate the life of animals by hunting them, while animal 
spirits take the life, flesh, or soul of humans in return, whether or not this exchange 
is consented to. Sacrifice, as practiced in Southeast Asia, avoids this unpleasant 
counterpart since, while the spirits still seek to take the lives of humans, the latter 
deceive them by giving them the lives of domestic animals instead. And if, in 
standard animism, animals present themselves to humans as humans, notably in 
dreams, because they see themselves as human subjects, sacrificial victims are also 
considered to be a kind of human, but only because they replace humans vis-à-vis 
spirits by virtue of properties they share with humans: They are integrated into a 
human collective where they bear witness to its social qualities. This replacement of 
humans by animals to pay a debt or deflect retaliation seems to transform sacrifice 
into an operation in which the symmetrical relations between humans and non-
humans in standard animism are replaced by a flawed symmetry: It is no longer 
humans who pay the price of exchange when they engage with spirits, but the 
animals who are dependent on humans. An examination of sacrifice among the 
Rmeet (or Lamet) of Laos, a collective typical of distributed animism, does, however, 
qualify this difference (Sprenger 2016: 76-84).

The Rmeet sacrifice buffaloes to domestic spirits on many occasions, including 
cases of serious illness, at funerals and village rituals, formerly in homage to 
ancestors, and during weddings. The Rmeet distinguish three components of the 
person: the body, to, the movement of life, pääm, and the soul, klpu, the latter being 
present only in humans, buffaloes, and rice. The human soul, klpu, is a means of 
communication with spirits, particularly in dreams, where it adopts the spirit’s point 
of view, a plasticity confirmed after death, when it becomes a spirit itself. Buffaloes 
are thus like humans in two aspects, the soul, and the movement of life, and they 
differ in a third, their body, a typically animistic contrast. Their substitutability for 
humans in sacrifice stems from the fact that both have the same interiority: the klpu 
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soul of a human that has been stolen by a spirit can be recovered in exchange for 
the klpu soul of a buffalo, which is then transformed into a buffalo for the spirits 
of the dead. It should be added that illness is not only the effect of soul theft, but 
also results from the intromission of a spirit into the patient’s body. With sacrifice, 
humans therefore give to the spirits two fundamental components of the person: an 
animal body and a generic klpu soul, in order to recover what the spirits have seized, 
namely another generic klpu soul and a human body.

The buffalo’s sole function among the Rmeet seems to be as a substitute for 
humans. It is hardly used as a draught animal or for other practical functions, and 
leads a very free existence, roaming the forest where it feeds itself. At the same 
time, this semi-domesticated animal is seen as the most domestic of all animals, 
since it is placed under the protection of the spirit inhabiting the kitchen by giving 
it salt, which is associated with the protective function of the kitchen spirit, and by 
performing rituals to strengthen the buffalo’s link to the house on which it depends. 
Moreover, the Rmeet cosmos is marked by an accentuated perspectivism. Not only 
is the world of spirits totally inverted in relation to that of humans, but the former 
do not make the ontological distinctions to which the latter are attached. Thus, while 
the spirits of the dead see humans as buffaloes, the spirits of the forest see these 
same humans as wild animals to be hunted, while they, the spirits, see themselves 
as complete human persons. Buffaloes can thus be seen as diminished versions of 
humans, with the descending gradation of personhood continuing in other sacrificial 
animals: Pigs are diminished buffaloes, chickens are diminished pigs, and so on. 
Where Amazonian and Siberian animisms multiply the different points of view 
located in bodies that are each characteristic of a tribe-species, Rmeet animism 
transposes this poly-perspectivism to a single major difference, that between humans 
and spirits, the two categories of beings that really count and between which biased 
exchange relations use animals as vectors. This is why sacrifice does not function 
here in an analogist mode, that is, as a connector linking distant terms by means of 
a series of identifications. Because of the differences in perspective between humans 
and spirits, the former cannot identify with the latter through the intermediary of 
animals. Instead, sacrifice is seen here as a classic animist exchange between humans 
and non-humans, of the kind that occurs between Amerindians and spirit masters 
of game, but in which, instead of compensation offered by humans for being able 
to kill animals, humans offer substitutes for themselves to gain the right not to be 
killed. What changes, then, is the nature of the offerings. In standard animism, in the 
Amazon or among the Chewong for example, it is food, tobacco, alcohol, sometimes 
the souls of the human deceased; here, it is a substitute soul, that of the buffalo, but 
presented in such a way that the spirits confuse it with a human soul. In short, as 
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usual with this kind of sacrifice, there’s deception about the merchandise.
But the Rmeet are also hunters, so we can compare their sacrificial logic with 

their relationship to game and the spirit that controls it. In terms of big game, men 
hunt deer, wild pigs and, in the past, gaur, a wild bovid. The spirit who looks after the 
forest animals is called “Grandmother the Widow” and, unsurprisingly, she has the 
same kind of relationship with her animals as the Rmeet have with their domestic 
animals, leading her to release members of her herd from time to time so that 
humans can hunt them. To this must be added a hunting spirit (Phi Phrean) whose 
ritual propitiation is indispensable to future success, as the ceremony always takes 
place at the end of a successful hunt; among other operations, it consists of offering 
this spirit pieces of the slaughtered animal. Unlike in standard animism, therefore, 
it is not the mistress of the game who receives compensation in meat for the animal 
she has conceded to humans, but rather the spirit of the hunt, the one responsible 
for the hunter’s good fortune. In other words, the sacrificial scheme prevails in this 
operation, and not the animist one: a wild animal belonging to a hunter (since he has 
received it from the game’s mistress without compensation) is killed by him to be 
consumed ceremonially in public, part of the animal’s flesh being offered to another 
spirit in the hope that the latter will continue to favor the hunter’s success. It should 
also be noted that although the gaur has now disappeared from the region occupied 
by the Rmeet, this wild bovid continues to be perceived as a forest analogue of the 
buffalo. Indeed, gaurs are the only wild animals to have a klpu soul like buffaloes 
(and like humans). So, when a hunter killed a gaur and brought it back to the village, 
the same kind of ritual precautions applied as when sacrificing a buffalo. The village 
was closed off to prevent the animal’s spirit from taking revenge, and buffaloes had 
to be sacrificed to this spirit to appease its anger. What is more, the gaur was not 
subject to the jurisdiction of Grandmother the Widow, but to that of a male spirit 
called Jao, “lord” in Lao; like the mistress of ordinary game, the lord of the gaur asked 
for nothing in exchange for his animals given to the hunter. However, to protect his 
herd, he could take it elsewhere to graze, and this is how the Rmeet interpret the 
disappearance of this animal from their territory. Like the buffalo, the gaur has many 
similarities with humans, and like the buffalo, it must be compensated with offerings 
of life and souls given to the spirits. 

We thus have a continuity of ritual exchanges ordering different types of gifts 
and relationships between humans and non-humans endowed with interiority, but a 
continuity in which these, at first sight, typically animist transactions are reorganized 
around a sacrificial logic that combines killings, different substitution regimes, and 
offerings. The victim is always an animal belonging to humans, whether domestic or 
wild, whose life or soul is given to the spirits, either in exchange for a human life, or 
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as compensation for an animal life taken from the spirits, or as an advance to be able 
to continue taking animal lives. Where standard animism plays on a range of direct 
exchanges between human and non-human partners of equal status, the distributed 
animism of the Rmeet and many other Southeast Asian populations thus plays, 
through the intermediary of sacrifice, on a much wider range of exchanges of lives, 
interiorities and physicalities with partners who are themselves more diversified. This 
diversification comes from the fact that the typically dyadic relationship of animism 
between the hunter and the animal hypostasized in a master is here replaced by 
the multiplied organization of sacrificial circulation: sacrifier, sacrificer, victim, and 
recipient. It also comes from flexibility in the modes of substitution introduced by the 
addition of a new category of beings, domestic animals, to those already present in 
animism. Even the least controlled of these, as in the case of buffalo among the Rmeet, 
differ from wild animals tamed by Amazonian animist collectives in that, even when 
Amazonian pets live in human homes, they continue to be under the jurisdiction of the 
spirit masters of game; they cannot therefore be given in sacrifice as human substitutes 
to the spirits who continue to be their masters. Domestic animals, by contrast, even 
if raised in semi-liberty, are nonetheless under the authority of humans, analogous 
to them in certain respects, and therefore substitutable for them in exchanges. Thus, 
giving the lives of domesticated animals to the metaperson on whom the existence, 
health, and happiness of humans depend represents a particularly advantageous 
operation for the latter, so much so that we may wonder whether, in many cases, 
animal husbandry has not emerged to provide humans with substitutes for themselves 
in sacrifice, more than for any other practical benefit.

To conclude, we can shed new light on the role of animal domestication in the 
ontological combinations examined here. In the animist collectives of Southeast 
Asia, domesticated animals play a central role in shifting the dyadic and symmetrical 
relationships of animism towards multi-term relationships characterized by status 
asymmetry. Indeed, the identification of humans with domestic animals leads to their 
becoming substitutes for human life in the relationship with spirits, as sacrificial food 
in the place of humans. But there is nothing automatic about the shifts in ontological 
regimes brought about by the relation of domestication. Animal husbandry, which 
takes many different forms ranging from loosest control to tightest domination, is 
by no means a trigger for mutations that would have identical results everywhere. 
In Southeast Asia, domesticated animals have mainly served as substitutes for 
humans in the feeding of spirits, thus multiplying the number of intermediaries in 
transactions with non-humans, a factor that has helped to diversify and hierarchize 
the world’s furniture, and in so doing, pave the way for a gradual transition towards a 
fully constituted analogist ontology.
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亞馬遜與東南亞泛靈論的多樣化

Philippe Descola
法蘭西學院與高等社會科學院人類學

在比較人類學已經辨識出的眾多形塑世界的模式中，儘管它們基於非常

不同的本體論前提，其中的類比論和泛靈論仍顯示出有趣的異與同。類比論

指的是一個由多種成分組成的分化世界，這些成分必須通過對應網絡才能結

合在一起。而泛靈論預設了一個由會自我反思和有感知能力的人類和非人類

組成的世界，其差異在於兩者的身體與心理感知傾向，而不是道德和主觀特

質。然而，在世界上的某些地區，如東南亞、亞馬遜河流域西北部與中亞北

部，可看見上述兩種本體論的混合，本次講座將探討其特徵。（劉璧榛翻

譯）

關鍵詞：泛靈論，類比論，階序，牲禮，馴化




