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Draft of the lecture
The art of composing worlds

Philippe Descola

It has long been said that anthropology is the science which studies the interface between
nature and culture. And there is an element of truth in that. Historically to begin with. In
the wake of the colonial expansion of the European powers in the 19" century, increasingly
rich and detailed information was being collected in faraway places on the ways in which
non modern peoples perceived plants and animals. Some were said to grant the status of
ancestors to particular species, while others treated animals as close relatives or as doubles.
Although historians of religion and folklorists had already been studying such strange
attitudes, their steadfastness among geographically distant contemporaries inevitably raised
questions as to the unity of humans’ faculties and their seemingly unequal pace of
development. Anthropology as a specialized science spawned from a need to solve this
logical scandal, by explaining and justifying exotic forms of thinking that seemed to make
no clear distinctions between nature and culture; and this was happening precisely at the
time when the separation between the natural sciences and the sciences of culture was
being definitively consolidated in European universities. It resulted from these initial
conditions that the domain of anthropology came to span the great divide between, on the
one hand, the biological constraints of human and non-human organisms and, on the other
hand, the contingent rules and values of human societies. All the concrete objects studied
by anthropology are located in this interface between collective institutions and the
biological and psychological dimensions which give to social facts their substance, but not
their forms. The rules of kinship and marriage, the ways environments are perceived, used
and transformed, technical systems, forms of exchange, ideas about the person, the body
and its ailments, ecological knowledge and modes of classifying organisms, all these social
practices and know-how that anthropologist study take their sources in a wide variety of
human physiological functions, anatomical peculiarities, motor schemas, and cognitive
abilities, which cannot be dissociated from the cultural forms by the means of which they
are expressed.

I started my career as an anthropologist 40 years ago by studying precisely this kind

of interface between nature and culture. And in a most appropriate setting for such an



endeavour, deep in the Amazonian jungle of Eastern Ecuador. There, together with my
wife and fellow anthropologist Anne Christine Taylor, I spent several years studying the
Jivaroan-speaking Achuar — a small tribe of
hunters and swidden horticulturists who had
recently engaged in peaceful contacts with
outsiders. Using both quantitative and
qualitative methods, I undertook to present a

thorough description and analysis of the

material and ideal relations between this
Amazonian society and its environment. By contrast with the simplistic determinism of
cultural materialism, which was predominant at the time in the field of environmental
anthropology and which purported to explain symbolic practices by their sole adaptive role
to an ecosystem, I attempted to offer alternative explanations in an alternative conceptual
framework. In particular, I showed that, although the Achuar had long settled in two
contrasted types of habitat (riverine and interfluvial), they did not adjust automatically
their social structure and cultural institutions
to adapt differentially to the resources
potentially available in the two ecosystems.
One of the reasons for this homeostasis was
that, in both habitats, the food production of
the Achuar widely exceeded their needs

while requiring very little labor. I also

highlighted the continuum between the
gardens and the forest in terms of plant manipulation. By constantly transplanting and
sparing useful wild plants in their gardens alongside cultivated ones, the Achuar,
generation after generation, had deeply modified the floristic composition of the rainforest.
The result was that the forest, which appeared as wild and spontaneous to Western eyes,
was in fact the non-intentional result of millennia of human action. This in part explained
why the Achuar did not conceive of the forest as a raw piece of nature to which they had to
adapt, but as a collection of personified entities, plants and animals, with whom they
engaged in daily interactions. I also accounted for the fact that the Achuar had refrained
from domesticating wild animals (i.e. having them produce offspring in domestic settings)

while normally keeping in their homes a great variety of pets, notably a whole array of



mammals known to be able to breed in captivity. Pets are the byproducts of hunting and
they were treated with respect as orphans still under the protection of the powerful spirits
ruling the game animals. This precluded their being owned and controlled by humans. On
the basis of a careful revision of the ethnography, I showed subsequently that this
motivation for the non-domestication of wild animals was equally valid for the rest of the
lowlands of South America as well as for some native hunters elsewhere. Thus, pet-
keeping was in no way a form of proto-domestication, and it did not lead automatically to
domestication as some authors had surmised.

But the most important result of this initial fieldwork was probably to make me
reconsider the relevance of the great divide between nature and culture as an analytical tool
for anthropology. The Achuar Indians themselves led me to this. For their day to day
relations both to humans and to non-humans were structured by the same two schemes of
practice — predation and domesticity — embodied in the opposition between consanguinity
and affinity, typical of the Dravidian kinship systems common in Amazonia. Predation
rules both hunting and warfare in such a way that game animals are treated by men as
affines, as are neighboring human groups who are potential enemies; while domesticity
reigns in the gardens where cultivated plants are treated by women as consanguines, that is,
as children who need to be nurtured. Thus, it was obvious that, for the Achuar there was a
practical and conceptual continuity between the relations with non-humans and the
relations with humans. This ethnographic reappraisal challenged the philosophical notion
of nature, so important in Western metaphysics and epistemology. For I soon became
aware that such a notion was not only equally irrelevant for other Amazonian native
populations, but also for most other peoples the world over. It thus led me to discard as
Eurocentric the opposition between nature and culture and, as a consequence, to embark on
the task of reconceptualizing the object of anthropology. I have come now to define this
object as the comparative study of how peoples go about composing their worlds. And I
would like to devote this lecture to giving some substance to this definition.

I think we can safely take for granted as a starting point the assumption that humans
share the same basic set of cognitive and sensory-motor dispositions, and that what are
usually called ‘cultural variations’ are due, not to differences in capacities but to
differences in how salient features of the world are actualized by these capacities. But why
is that so? Where does the filtering process come from, that selects certain qualities of

objects and relations, and neglects others, as food for thought and vector of action? The



most common answer is that phenomena are multidimensional. This property is a well-
established theme in philosophy ever since Boyle and Locke popularized it as a distinction
between primary and secondary qualities: the former are said to be intelligible, separable
and, in a large measure, calculable; while the latter are the subject matter of what my
master Claude Lévi-Strauss called ‘la logique du concret’, the ability of the mind to
establish relations of correspondence and opposition between salient features of our
perceived environment. Dealing with those dimensions of a phenomenon where its so-
called primary qualities are deemed relevant will most likely result in propositions that fall
under a universalist regime; while dealing with the impressions it leaves on our senses will
open up many possibilities for inferences and connections that are relative to personal and
historical circumstances. Archimedes’ principle applies everywhere on earth, whatever the
nature of the body that is plunged into water, while the subjective experience of a human
plunged into water may vary considerably according to his or her abilities and to the
context. This philosophical distinction between the modes of being of a same phenomenon
as they are differentially actualized by various approaches generated the great
epistemological divide between the domain of the sciences of nature and that of the
sciences of culture, and the ensuing anathema against exporting the method and
expectations of the former (generalization, measuring, replicability, prediction, etc.) into
the methods and expectations of the latter (individualization, interpretation, value sharing,
semantic coherence, etc.) and vice versa. The resulting processes of sorting out,
purification and border policing has made it extremely difficult to deal in practice with the
multidimensionality of phenomena as these are necessarily dislocated between various
forms of expression and various regimes of veridiction. Geology and chemistry will
account for one aspect of the soils I encountered and studied among the Achuar of the
Upper Amazon, while anthropology will account for the use they make of it, the names
they give to the different types and the myths they narrate about it.

The direction I have been exploring tries to avoid this parceling out of phenomena
as a way of explaining the diversity of human perceptions of their environment. For there
is another reason which explains the very different ways, traditionally labeled ‘cultural’, of
giving accounts of the world in spite of a common biological equipment. Let us call
‘worlding’ this process of piecing together what is perceived in our environment. Here, |
take worlding in a different sense from the one given to that word by postmodern and

postcolonial authors, that is, as a social construction of reality by hegemonic Westerners.



By contrast with this meaning which implies a distinction between a pre-existing
transcendental reality and the various cultural versions that can be given of it, I see
worlding rather as the process of stabilization of certain features of what happens to us.
Now, I surmise that this worlding process is not done at random, but is mainly based upon
basic intuitions as to the existence and properties of certain beings in our environment.
Why do Achuar hunters detect spirits when they walk in the forest, while nuclear scientists
do not do so? Questions like this cannot be resolved by opposing, on the one hand, the
world as the totality of things and, on the other hand, the multiple worlds of experienced
reality, although such an opposition between the world as it is and the world as it is
subjectively apprehended has become a basic tenet of modernist epistemology. What is
potentially available to us as sentient beings is not a complete and self-contained world
waiting to be represented according to different viewpoints, but, most probably, a vast
amount of qualities and relations that can be actualized or not by humans according to how
ontological filters discriminate between environmental affordances. The material and
immaterial objects of our environment do not stand in the heavens of eternal ideas ready to
be captured by our faculties, nor are they mere social constructs giving shape and meaning
to a raw material; they are just clusters of qualities some of which we detect, some of
which we ignore.

The variety in the forms of worlding comes from the fact that this differential
actualization of qualities is not done at random,; it follows the line of basic inferences as to
how qualities come to be attached to the objects we apprehend and as to how these
qualities are related. Speaking of ‘ontological filters’ is a way for me to emphasize the fact
that the analytical level at which I suggest that the anthropological endeavor should start is
more elementary than what is usually taken for granted. My conviction is that systems of
differences in the ways humans compose their worlds are not to be understood as by-
products of institutions, economic systems, sets of values, cultural patterns, worldviews or
the like; on the contrary, the latter are the outcome of more basic assumptions as to what
the world contains and as to how the elements of this furniture are connected. The word
‘ontology’ seems appropriate to qualify this analytical level which could be called
antepredicative in the language of phenomenology. And my parsimonious use of this
notion over the past two decades stands for a claim of conceptual hygiene: ‘ontology’

simply means we should look for the roots of human diversity at a deeper level, where



basic inferences are made about the kinds of beings the world is made of and how they
relate to each other.

Let me now clarify my proposition that the variety in the forms of worlding results
from the variety of ontological regimes under which this process is realized. Perhaps it
would help if I began by stating what I think anthropology is about. Its main task, as I see
it, is not to provide thorough descriptions of specific institutions, cultural habits or social
practices — this is the job of ethnography. Anthropology can be practiced by ethnographers
and ethnography can be done by anthropologists; I have done both things myself, but not at
the same time, for the aims and methods of ethnography and of anthropology should not be
confused. The main task of anthropology is to bring to light how beings of a certain kind —
humans — operate in their environment, how they detect in it such or such property that
they make use of, and how they manage to transform this environment by weaving with it
and between themselves permanent or occasional relations of a remarkable, but not infinite,
diversity. To carry through this task, we need to map these relations, to better understand
their nature, to establish their modes of compatibility and incompatibility and to examine
how they become actualized in styles of action and thought that appear immediately
distinctive. In short, the task of anthropology is to account for how worlds are composed.

What are these distinctive styles of composing worlds that anthropology should
bring to light? They should be understood as cognitive and sensory-motor patterns of
practice, in part innate, in part resulting from the actual process of interactions between
organisms, that is, from the practical manners of coordinating human and non-human
agencies in a given environment. Such patterns are thus more than framing devices used by
the analyst to describe a situation; they are framing devices used by the actants to make
sense of a situation and manage the fine-tuning of what could be called interagency. These
framing devices can be seen as abstract structures, such as the artificial perspective or the
routine scenarios of daily interactions, which organize skills, perceptions and action
without mobilizing a declarative knowledge. They are, to borrow Maurice Bloch’s words,
“things that go without saying” (1992), that is, cognitive schemata that regulate habitus,
guide inferences, filter perceptions and are largely the products of the affordances which
the world offers to the specifically human dispositions.

A fundamental function of these framing devices is to ascribe identities by lumping
together, or dissociating, elements of the lived world that appear to have similar or

dissimilar qualities. My argument is that one of the universal features of the cognitive



process into which such dispositions are rooted is the awareness of a duality of planes
between material processes (which I call ‘physicality’) and mental states (which I call
‘interiority’). This assumption is founded on a variety of sources derived from philosophy,
psychology and ethnology upon which I will not dwell here. Let me just point out the
established fact that, until the Western physicalist theories of the late 20" century
explained consciousness as an emerging property of biological functions, there was no
evidence anywhere of a conception that would describe the normal living human person as
a pure physical body without any form of interiority, or as a pure interiority without any
form of embodiment. Thus, the distinction between a plane of interiority and a plane of
physicality is not the simple ethnocentric projection of an opposition between body and
mind that would be specific to the West; one should rather apprehend this opposition as it
emerged in Europe, and the philosophical and theological theories which were elaborated
upon it, as local variants of a more general system of elementary contrasts that can be
studied comparatively. By using this universal grid, humans are in a position to emphasize
or minimize continuity and difference between humans and non-humans.

An illustration is indispensable here, which I will borrow from the rich palette of
relations between people and birds. The Nungar tribes in south-western Australia were
organized in exogamous moieties named after two birds: the white cockatoo, Cacatua
tenuirostris, whose indigenous name maarnetj can be translated as “the catcher”, and the
crow, Corvus coronoides, called waardar, a term meaning “the watcher”. The fact that an
animal species is named after a general characteristic of its behaviour rather than by a term
exclusively associated with it, a feature common in Australian languages, is partially
explained by the status conferred on these two totemic birds. They are the origin and
substantial incarnation of two contrasting sets of material and spiritual properties —
character traits, physical dispositions and capacities, psychological tendencies and the like
— that are reputedly peculiar to all human members of each of the moieties, and
simultaneously to all non-humans respectively affiliated to them. William Spencer and
Franck Gillen noted this community of dispositions and temperaments within hybrid
communities more than a century ago, when they wrote that, in central Australia, “the
totem of any man is regarded ... as the same thing as himself”. It is not that the object of
this kind of identification is a crow or cockatoo observable in the environment, but rather
that these species constitute the hypostases of a relationship of physical and moral identity

between certain entities of the world — a relationship that transcends apparent



morphological and functional differences, better to emphasize a common base of
ontological similitude.

Far from there, on the plateau of central Mexico, the Otomi Indians also maintain a
relationship of identification with birds and primarily with the black wvulture. This
scavenger is the most common avatar of the fona, an animal double whose life cycle is
parallel to that of every human being, since it is born and dies at the same time as he or she
does, and anything that harms the integrity of the one simultaneously affects the other.
Labelled with the term “nagualism”, this belief, found throughout Mesoamerica, was
considered by anthropologists as a testimony to the fact that some peoples did not make
clear distinctions between a human being and an animal, exactly as was the case with
totems in Australia. Yet, there are at least two reasons why the commonality of fate
between the human and his or her animal double that is surmised in Mesoamerica is very
different from the material and spiritual continuity postulated by the Nungar between
members of the moieties and their totemic birds. First, in Mexico, the animal double is an
individual, born on a certain day and engaged daily in a variety of activities, not a
prototypical species as in Australia, which shares abstract properties with some humans.
Second, in Mesoamerica, a human being does not have the idiosyncratic features of the
animal double with which he or she is matched, and whose nature is often unbeknown to
him or her. It is necessary, on the contrary, for the human being and his or her animal alter
ego to be distinguished in essence and substance for a relationship of analogical
correspondence to exist between them, and for accidents that happen first to the one to be
able to affect the correlate, as if by reverberation.

Further south, in upper Amazonia, the same Achuar with whom I did fieldwork
grant a place of choice to another bird, the toucan. First, it is the most common type of
game, even if its meat is too tough to be recommended to gourmets. Like other birds and
most mammals, the toucan is said to have a soul similar to that of humans. This feature
locates the toucan among people endowed with subjectivity and intentionality, which it can
use to communicate with all the entities endowed with the same privilege, that is, most
plants and animals. It is also owing to this aptitude that the toucan is said to conform to the
rules and values governing social life of the Achuar. The toucan is in particular the
exemplary embodiment among non-humans of the figure of the brother-in-law, a term used
to denote it in certain contexts. This makes the toucan the emblematic partner of the

relationship of affinity that humans maintain with game. Yet the humanity shared between



the Achuar and the toucans is of a moral and not physical nature: their identical interiority
underpinning their similarities is lodged within bodies with clearly different properties
which define and make manifest the boundaries of separate but isomorphic social units in
which their respective lives develop. By contrast with the vulture of the Otomi, which is an
anonymous singularity, entirely foreign and unknown to the person to which it is coupled
by the same destiny, the toucan of the Achuar is a member of a community of the same
nature as that of humans and, as such, the potential subject of a social relationship with any
entity, human or non-human, placed in the same situation. But the toucan also differs from
the totemic birds of the Nungar of Australia insofar as there is no material continuity
between the toucan and humans, and furthermore as it is believed that it bases its behaviour
and institutions on the model provided by humans, and not the reverse.

Let us now turn to the West and consider the properties that Europeans have
granted to the parrot. It is no doubt an exotic bird, but also one whose disturbing ability to
imitate the human voice has for several centuries been a source of entertainment and a
pretext for philosophical disquisitions. Yet, this uncanny ability did not grant to the parrot
the status of a quasi-human. For a score of great philosophers, among them Descartes,
Locke and Leibniz, have argued that the phrases uttered by parrots are in no way a sign of
their humanity since this bird cannot adapt the impressions it receives from outside objects
to the signs that it reproduces by imitation; which is why, by contrast with humans, it
would be incapable of inventing new languages. Let us recall that, in the Cartesian
ontology, animals are purely material beings because they cannot participate a priori in the
unextended substance that is the soul. And even though this point of view has been
criticized countless times and would appear bizarre, I should think, to many Japanese
people, Europeans carry on spontaneously adhering to it when they surmise that humans
are distinguished from nonhumans by a reflexive conscience, subjectivity, the power to
signify, the manipulation of symbols, and the use of language through which these
faculties are expressed. Westerners furthermore fail to question the consequences implicit
in this postulate: that the contingency inherent in the ability to produce arbitrary signs
causes humans to differentiate between themselves by way of the form they give their
conventions, and this by virtue of a collective disposition that was formerly called
Volksgeist in German, or le génie d’un peuple in French, and that we now prefer to call
culture. Finally, like Descartes, but with the sounder justifications provided by Darwinism,

Westerners are ready to grant that the physical components of our humanity situates them



in a material continuum within which they do not appear to be a far more significant
singularity than any other organized being.

If we consider the modern ontology that I have just described as a way, among
several others, of identifying and classifying beings according to the properties that we
detect in them, and not as an absolute standard in relation to which cultural variations must

be measured, then the contrasting features that it presents in relation to other ontological
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can assume either: that it has elements of physicality and interiority identical to my own,
but which all together differ from those that my spouse or my brother-in-law share with
another bird — which is what the Nungar do — and I have called that ‘totemism’; or that the
interiority of this bird and its physicality are distinct from my own, even though they
display small enough differences to allow for relations of analogy — which is the case of
the Otomi — and I have called that ‘analogism’; or else that the bird and I have similar
interiorities and heterogeneous physicalities — as the Achuar posit — and I have called that
‘animism’; or finally that our interiorities are incommensurable and our physicalities
likewise — the view that began to prevail in certain circles in the West during the 17" — and
I have called that ‘naturalism’. Over and above the relationship to these particular objects
that I have taken as examples, each of these combinations affords a glimpse of a more
general principle governing the distribution of the continuities and discontinuities between
any human subject and the objects of its environment, on the basis of the resemblances and
contrasts of form, substance and behaviour that his or her engagement in the world leads
him or her to infer. Each of these modes of identification serves moreover as a touchstone
for singular configurations of cosmological systems, of conceptions of the social link and
theories of otherness that are as many instituted expressions of more entrenched
mechanisms of recognition of the other.

However, these manners of detecting and emphasizing folds in our surroundings
should not be taken as a typology of tightly isolated ‘worldviews’. True, I have isolated

them after a careful consideration of the ethnographical and historical literature. For



example, animism, as I have just defined it — that is, as a continuity of souls and a
discontinuity of bodies — is not only typical of the Achuar, or of Amazonian Indians in
general; it is most common also in northern North America, in Siberia and in some parts of
South-East Asia and Melanesia where people endow plants, animals and other elements of
their physical environment with subjectivity and establish with these entities all sorts of
personal relations, of friendship, exchange, seduction, or hostility. Likewise, ‘Analogism’
is not only a feature of the Otomi Indians or of Mesoamerican native societies. The notion
that all beings in the world are fragmented into a multiplicity of essences, forms and
substances separated by minute intervals, but can nevertheless be coordinated by a dense
network of correspondences based on analogical reasoning, this notion was common in
Europe and the circummediterranean civilizations from Antiquity to the Renaissance, and
it still prevails in native communities of the Andes and in large parts of Asia and Africa.
Nevertheless, these ontologies cannot be directly equated with cultures or worldviews.
Rather, they are the development of the phenomenological consequences of four different
kinds of intuitions about the identities of beings in the world. According to circumstances,
each human is capable of making an inference in any of the four modes, but will most
likely pass a judgment of identity according to the ontological context — that is, the
systematization for a group of humans of one of the inferences only — where he or she was
socialized. Actual ontologies can be very close to the model (animism in Amazonia and the
Subarctic, totemism in Australia, analogism in ancient China or Mexico, naturalism in the
epistemological and philosophical literature of European modernity); but perhaps the most
common situation is one of hybridity, where a mode of identification will slightly dominate
over another one, resulting in a variety of complex combinations. This fourfold typology
should thus be taken as a heuristic device rather than as a method for classifying societies,
a useful device, however, as it brings to light the reasons for some of the structural
regularities observable in the ways the phenomenological world is instituted and for the
compatibilities and incompatibilities between such regularities, two basic anthropological
tasks that have been too quickly discarded and thus left open to crude naturalistic
approaches.

I will now return to my initial concern: how should we conceive the process of
composing worlds? It should be obvious that my position excludes both the hypothesis of
multiple worlds and that of multiple worldviews. There can be no multiple worlds, in the

sense of tightly sealed containers of human experience with their own specific properties



and physical laws, because it is highly probable that the potential qualities and relations
afforded to human cognition and enactment are uniformly distributed. But once the
worlding process has been achieved, once some of these qualities and relations have been
detected and systematized, the result is not a worldview, that is, one version among others
of the same transcendental reality; the result is a world in its own right, a system of
incompletely actualized properties, saturated with meaning and replete with agency, but
partially overlapping with other similar configurations that have been differently actualized
and instituted by different actants. All these fragmentary actualizations, including the
highly personal ones of great artists or psychopaths, are variants, or partial instantiations,
of potentialities that have never been, and will probably never be, fully integrated in a
single unified world. As a dream of perfect totalization, full-fledged realism seems out of
reach; relativism, on the other hand, is easily attainable but self-defeating since it
presupposes the universal background of which each version is a partial rendering.

At first glance, these partly overlapping worlds appear to condemn us to live in
solipsism, perhaps even in political despair, once we forfeit the reassuring consolation of
universalism. For faced with similar situations, not every fragment of humanity will ask
the same questions; or they at least will formulate them in such different ways that other
fragments may have difficulty in recognizing in them the very questions that they
themselves have set out to elucidate. This induces massive mismatches, usually called
‘cultural misunderstandings’ in the language of the Moderns. Now, most of those questions
may be grouped as problems whose expression will take different forms depending on the
ontological contexts in which they arise. If one accepts that the distribution of the qualities
of existents varies according to the modes of identification that I have sketched, one must
also accept that the cognitive regimes, the epistemological positions that make those
regimes possible and the resulting manners of tackling a problem will all vary to the same
degree. It thus renders our sphere of praxis far more complicated than what the usual
opposition between universalism and relativism had led us to expect.

Likewise, each of these modes of identification prefigures the kind of collective
that is suited to assembling within a common destiny the various types of beings that it
distinguishes. If we pay attention to the diverse ideas that peoples have forged concerning
their institutions, we are bound to notice that they seldom result in isolating the social
domain as a separate regime of existence, with precepts that govern solely the sphere of

human activities. In fact, not until naturalism reached maturity did a body of specialized



disciplines take as their object the social domain and consequently undertake to detect and
objectivize that field of practice in every part of the world and with scant regard for local
concepts, just as if its frontiers and content were everywhere identical to those that
Westerners had fixed for it. Far from being the presupposed basis from which everything
else stems, sociality on the contrary results from the ontological work of composing worlds
to which every mode of identification leads. So sociality is not an explanation but, rather,
what needs to be explained. If, up until recently, humankind did not operate hard and fast
distinctions between the natural and the social and did not think that the treatment of
humans and that of non-humans were divorced, then we should regard what we usually call
societies and cosmologies as a matter of distributing existents into different collectives:
what or who associates with what or who, and in what way, and for what purpose?

Asking this kind of questions, and trying to answer them, implies that the
conventional tools which the social sciences have inherited from the European political
philosophy of the 17" and 18" centuries have to be divested of their centrality and
paradigmatic clout, for these tools are the direct outcome of a highly unusual reflexive
account of highly unusual historical circumstances. At the time it was produced, this
account both captured and fashioned the peculiarity of the kind of collective within which
the Moderns felt they were bound to live; but it has become obvious, even in the West, that
the account is no longer apposite to the multiple worlding states we live in and to the
urgency of the impending ecological doom. What is at stake here is the whole conceptual
framework through which we deal with the ‘social and political organization’ of collectives,
the messianic regime of historicity that we have imposed upon other, very different, ways
to deal with the unfolding through time of a common prospect, and the basic notions by the
means of which we buttress our thinking about why humans are distinctive and how they
implement differentially this distinctiveness, notions such as: nature, culture, society,
sovereignty, the state, production, history, art, and so forth. All of this patiently constructed
grid will have to be, if not wholly discarded — for it expresses a specific anthropology
which deserves to be taken into account alongside others —, at least demoted from its
imperial position. It is time, then, that the social sciences take stock of the fact that worlds
are differently composed; it is time that they endeavour to understand how they are
composed without automatic recourse to the Western mode of composition; it is time, more
generally, that we, citizen of the earth, set out to recompose theses worlds so as to make

them more amenable to a wider variety of inhabitants, human and non-human.
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