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Introduction 
Human flourishing does not happen in isolation. It is dependent on, and in large part constituted by, 
relationships – with specific others, with multiple communities, and with the world(s) in which one 
lives. At the interhuman level this theme of relationality has been explored under many labels, 
including capabilities approaches and relational autonomy.1 More recently the same insight has 
informed environmental virtue ethics, which extends the idea of identity-constituting community 
out beyond the human, asking what it is to flourish as part of such a community.2 What is the 
relationship between the flourishing of human beings (individually and/or collectively) and the 
flourishing of the non-human world? What kinds of relationships with ‘others-beyond-the-human’ 
characterise a flourishing human life – and what are the virtues of character which build and nurture 
such relationships? Such questions break down the false dichotomy between anthropocentrism and 
ecocentrism, freeing environmental ethics to make meaningful contributions to broader debates 
rather than staying bogged down in metaethical speculation.3 
 
A fully flourishing human life requires connection and relationship not only with humans but also 
with the rest of the world. This kind of relationship cannot be built with homogenised categories 
such as ‘nature’ or ‘biodiversity’.4 It requires approaching and understanding animals, plants, 
forests, rivers and mountains as themselves, rather than as a class of things defined only by their 
shared ‘nonhuman-ness’. Recognising ‘otherness’  is important in this process, as is recognising 
commonality.5 But both are beginnings, preliminaries to the development of a mature reflective 
relationship with the ‘non-human’. Connection and relationship are still less likely to emerge from 
thinking about ‘natural capital’ or ‘ecosystem services’. Here the enforcement of commensurability 
works to remove distinctiveness and difference, as more and more domains of the world become 
abstracted into numbers, absorbed into spreadsheets and offset in frequently marketised exchanges. 
Trees become carbon, carbon becomes dollars, and ‘the world’ becomes subsumed into ‘the 
economy’, rather than the other way round.6 
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One way to resist this culturally hegemonic urge to abstraction is to reflect on one’s own direct 
experience. Nobody has ever experienced ‘biodiversity’ or ‘natural capital’. By contrast, both first-
hand and scholarly evidence confirm the transformative potential of real experiences of worlds 
beyond the human, and indeed of the damage caused by the lack of such experience.7 Another is to 
learn from the experience of others, through close attention to different cultures. Anthropologists 
have described many understandings of the relationships between humans and the nonhuman world, 
and these frequently include ideas about nonhuman agency, personhood and moral status which can 
seem challenging to a ‘Western’ mindset. This chapter presents some preliminary reflections from 
the ‘ecocultural ethics’ component of a research project called Future Pasts, supported by the UK’s 
Arts and Humanities Research Council.8 In this we seek to bring ethnographic detail and 
perspectives from the ‘anthropology of sustainability’ into dialogue with environmental philosophy 
and ethics. 
 
Ontology, particularity and ethnography 
From an anthropological as well as postcolonial perspective, the western hierarchies of value 
associated with other-than-human natures, whilst universalising, are understood to in fact be highly 
particular, embedded in, and made possible by, particular cultural and historical contexts.9 
Importantly for human relationships with nature beyond-the-human, they restrict the attribution of 
agency, intentionality and communication to human actors (and often only some human actors), 
whilst backgrounding the possibility that other entities might also enjoy such capacities. This 
restriction, so characteristic of ‘the West’, is strongly associated with the Enlightenment period and 
the ushering in of modernity but, as emphasised by Matthew Hall (see Table 1), is rooted in 
hierarchies of value asserted in classical antiquity.10 This universalising framework involves 
fundamental assumptions about the ‘known’ nature of reality. It prescribes what entities can exist, 
into what categories such entities can be sorted, and by what practices they can be known.  
 
[insert table 1] 
 
From a cross-cultural perspective, cultural and historical differences generate plural ontologies. 
This plurality, combined with power/knowledge relations infusing historically and culturally 
situated ‘regimes of truth’11 has significant implications for who and what might be meant when the 
term ‘we’ is invoked, as well as for what entities might socially be brought within the realm of 
moral considerability by this ‘we’12 and thus for what constitutes appropriate ethical practice in 
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relation to these entities13. In particular, whilst the modern ontology of ‘the West’ may be 
universalising, it frequently does not translate well across different cultural contexts. It is itself 
particular, rather than universal.14  
 
Ethnography, the attempt to understand in detail the makings of social reality in different cultural 
contexts, without necessary recourse to ‘the West’ as the measure of all things, can add detail, 
complexity and nuance to the understanding of different ontological ideas about relationships 
between humans and other-than-human entities. It seems, however, to have been relatively under-
utilised in environmental philosophy, apart from quite broad brush-strokes such as Baird Callicott’s 
Earth Insights.15 From a Foucauldian perspective, ethnography can also enhance possibilities for the 
destabilisation of knowledge categories and practices that seem problematic for the flourishing of 
diversity, through assisting with diagnosis of their objects of knowledge, the subjugation of 
knowledges with which these are associated, and the ‘regimes of truth’ that naturalise certain 
ontologies and associated ethical possibilities over others.16 
 
Many indigenous communities globally - by which we mean cultures who have retained some 
degree of long-term, continuous ancestral connection with land areas – seem to conceive of an 
expanded zone of moral considerability and reciprocity that includes entities beyond-the-human17, 
as these are embedded and constituted in specific and shifting relational settings18. These cultural 
contexts are frequently also associated with localities now celebrated as ‘biodiversity hotspots’19, 
where ecosystems characterised by high diversity and the incidence of endemism and rarity remain, 
within the broader context of a global anthropogenic extinction event. Human cultural arrangements 
in these contexts have clearly been associated with the maintenance of relationships with diverse 
natures-beyond-the-human, despite immense modern pressures to transform such cultural 
landscapes in the interests of economic growth. As Gorenflo et al. state, ‘the tendency for both 
[biological and linguistic diversity] to be high in particular regions suggests that certain cultural 
systems and practices, represented by speakers of particular indigenous and nonmigrant languages, 
tend to be compatible with high biodiversity’.20 Understanding the ontologies that have made it 
possible for human cultures in these contexts to maintain particular relational sustainabilities thus 
seems relevant for learning how to live in more accommodating ethical relationships with many 
kinds of selves, only some of whom are human.21 Of particular relevance, as emphasised by 
Eduardo Kohn, are the ethical perspectives and practices that may arise when people live as if other 
kinds of being can see ‘us’, and thus act as if the way(s) that ‘they’ see ‘us’ matters. As Kohn 
writes:  

 
[h]ow other kinds of beings see us matters. That other kinds of beings see us changes 
things. If jaguars also represent us – in ways that can matter vitally to us – then 
anthropology cannot limit itself just to exploring how people from different societies 
might happen to represent them as doing so. Such encounters with other kinds of being 
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force us to recognize that fact that seeing, representing, and perhaps knowing, even 
thinking, are not exclusively human affairs.22 

 
Here we seek to illustrate such reflections with detail from one very specific ethnographic context, 
where one of us (Sullivan) has worked intermittently since 1992. This is a landscape in West 
Namibia, known locally as Hurubes, especially by elders from KhoeSan land-associated lineages 
(!haoti) known as ||Khao-a Dama, ||Ubun and !Narenin, who are part of the spectrum of KhoeSan 
peoples spread throughout southern Africa who speak languages characterised by click 
consonants.23 ||Khao-a Dama, in particular, trace their histories over at least a number of generations 
to Hurubes, although their dwelling practices have been significantly constrained by a series of 
evictions that (perhaps ironically) have often sought to clear the area of local people in the interests 
of the conservation of indigenous fauna.24 
 
In what follows, and based on field research conducted primarily in 2014-2015, we offer brief 
descriptions of several knowledge and value practices through which ||Khao-a Dama (and other 
KhoeSan peoples) have conceived of agency and intentionality as located in entities beyond-the-
human. Through this we seek to contribute to broader explorations of moral obligations and non-
human agency in a relational environmental ethics that refracts the anthropocentric/non-
anthropocentric dichotomy.25 Key recorded interviews and discussions are referenced here using a 
numbering system that includes the initials of the interviewee(s) and the place and date of the 
discussion; interviewee names are listed in our acknowledgements. The inclusion of full 
interviewee names is preferred by interviewees, and respects the value placed on ‘being known to 
know’ given multiple layers of knowledge suppression and displacement - through colonialism to 
apartheid to market-oriented restructuring - that have shaped peoples’ experience in west Namibia. 
We are not making a comment here on what is becoming known as ‘African relational 
environmental ethics’ more broadly26, although the knowledge and value practices we describe 
might indeed intersect with this approach. We touch on practices relating to ancestors, to different 
kinds of animals, to a particular class of plants imbued with the power to act to intervene in human 
fortune and misfortune, and to rain, which under certain contexts is personified as what might be 
thought of as a supernatural or spirit-being called |nanus.  
 
Relating with…  
… the agency of ancestors 
For elderly ||Khao-a Dama people with associations with Hurubes, moving through the landscape 
involves greeting and offering practices that connect people alive today with people now physically 
dead, who were previously associated in some way with these landscapes. While often attenuated 
through displacement, acculturation and the variously disruptive effects of modernity, such 
practices remain current and significant.  
 
Ancestors are communicated with through a practice called tsē-khom, understood as ‘speaking with 
the ancestors in the day-time’27, (thus distinguished from a different practice of communicating with 
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one’s ancestors during night-time healing events in order to understand the causes of sickness), and 
with a literal translation as tsē = ‘to separate’ and khom = ‘to keep holy’28. Tsē-khom usually 
involves the offering and smoking of tobacco, through which ancestors or kai khoen - i.e. big or old 
people - in the realm of the spirits of the dead are also able to enjoy this smoking. Through tsē-
khom, ancestral agencies are requested to act in the present to open the road so that travellers can 
see the best way to go. They are asked for guidance regarding the most appropriate ways to do 
things, and their support is evidenced through the intuitions people receive in response to queries 
that may arise as they are travelling. They are also asked to mediate the activities of potentially 
dangerous animals such as lions, who are understood very much as other ensouled beings who 
assert their own agencies and intentionality (see below). Ancestors thus greeted include recent 
family members whose graves are located in places travelled to and through; unidentified dead (or 
what Schmidt refers to as ‘the invisible representations of anonymous dead’)29; and sometimes a 
more broadly referenced ancestor-hero known as Haiseb. The latter is considered to have been a 
real person who was associated with the doing of wonderful and clever things30, who lived in the 
distant past and with whom large cairns found throughout the dryland environment from the Cape 
to the Kunene River are associated.31  
 
Ontologically, the ancestors are spirits or souls (i.e. gagas32) that have left humans whose bodies 
have died. As these spirit beings they have ontological reality in the present: they are not simply 
people who lived in the past, nor are they entities that require worship. They are understood more as 
specific types of entities that, through pragmatic relationship practices, are called upon to intervene 
– to assert agency – in the present, so as to influence outcomes. Sometimes this includes 
intervention in the agency of other non-human agents, such as lions, a species with which humans 
here continue to live in close contact, as they have done throughout the remembered past.  
 
… animal agencies 
Lions are a key and formidable predator, encounters with whom may result in the loss of human 
life, or the life of herded livestock. Nonetheless, people in the past sought them out, in order to 
scavenge meat from their kills33, and lions figure in peoples’ realities as animals imbued with 
agency and intentionality. Just as Kohn describes for Runa interactions with jaguars34, lions are 
conceived as being able to see, recognise and represent the people they encounter and interact with. 
The proximity of lions to humans is indicated by calling to lions as ‘big brother’, ‘big head’, or as a 
‘big dog’ (since dogs are seen as also socially close to humans) – names which denote respect and 
proximity. In non-ordinary states of consciousness associated with healing, KhoeSan reality also 
embraces the perceptual possibility of shapeshifting between lions and humans35. This is potentially 
evidenced by rock art inscriptions of therianthropes – chimerical figures that are part human and 
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part animal – including a famous rock engraving of a lion with a human hand emerging from its tail, 
found at the World Heritage Site of Twyfelfontein in west Namibia, as shown in Figure 1.  
 
[Insert figure 1] 
 
Animals generally, though, are considered to be cognate with humans not so much because of their 
biological and morphological similarities, as in natural history and evolutionary perspectives 
(although these are important), but because like humans they are animated by a soul that passes 
from them when they die, and that confers to individuals a sense of self. It is this soul - or gagas (as 
above) - that gives humans and animals their unique smell or ‘wind’, confers their abilities to move 
as well as to assert agency and intentionality, and also informs the qualities of action and behaviour 
from which humans learn how to act appropriately36. In the West, by contrast, the conceptual 
removal of ‘soul’ from animals was notoriously achieved by Descartes’ affirmation that they were 
merely ‘soulless automata’, an ontological strategy that has arguably sanctioned ruthless 
instrumentalisation of animals by justifying moral indifference.37 In the ||Khao-a Dama context, 
asking whether or not animals have a soul is responded to as a derisory question. 
 
For ||Khao-a Dama elders soul animates animals at the top of the food chain, such as lions, but it 
also confers vitality and agency to much smaller creatures such as insects. Social insects such as 
harvester ants who harvest seeds subsequently gathered by people, and bees from whom people 
harvest honey, are valued extremely highly. These creatures are so valued not only for how hard 
they work to gather important foods that are then shared with humans, but also for the 
egalitarianism with which they share both this work and the resulting foods. Great care is taken by 
people when gathering seeds or honey from harvester ants nests and beehives respectively, so as to 
ensure productivity in future years. Human action thus supports the harvesting work done by 
harvester ants, and neither seeds from harvester ants’ nests (seen as the ‘home’ – oms – of the ants 
in a manner that is parallel to the homes or ‘omti’ of humans), nor honey harvested from beehives, 
should be gathered in such a way as to leave nothing for the future sustenance of the ants or bees.38  
 
These practices might be interpreted as simply examples of ‘resource taboos’, that in a utilitarian 
manner act to safeguard human sustenance from one year to the next.39 But this interpretation does 
not mesh well with the ontological reality informing such practices. This is because although 
humans are of course seeking to eat from the multiple kinds of selves with which they live, since 
these selves are conceived as variously able to also see, represent and act, an expanded sense of 
reciprocity and relationality arguably informs these contexts.40 As Viveiros de Castro writes for 
Amerindian contexts, the assumed shared hypostasis of soul as animating embodied existence acts 
to attenuate the emergence of objectification and instrumentalisation practices.41 Associated human 
behaviours, which (may) consciously realise and sustain the flourishing and abundance of socio-
ecological assemblages rather than of individuals only, arguably recall Arne Naess’ concept of 
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‘Self-realisation’, meaning realisation of the ecologically-connected relational Self (with a capital 
‘S’).42 
 
… plants as agents 
Plants, in contrast, are not necessarily considered to be animated by soul in the same way as humans 
and other animals, mostly because they do not move as animals do. Nonetheless, they are definitely 
considered to be alive, and to die, just as humans do43. Some plants, however, are conferred with 
special properties of agency. These are a suite of plants considered to be ‘soxa’, i.e. as particularly 
potent. A cluster of these plants are considered to act in a protective manner, especially against ‘bad 
thoughts’ or envy (‘surib’44) seen as a cause of sickness when directed towards someone, especially 
a person who is vulnerable such as a child, or someone who is already ill or elderly. Importantly, a 
key aspect of such plants is that they will not work – indeed they will not stay with the human 
person seeking their protection - unless something small – a 5 cent piece, a piece of a person’s 
clothing, etc. – is given to them in exchange. This direct material exchange between human person 
and potent/soxa plant binds the matter and healing action of the plant to a person45. Through this 
material exchange, the agency of particular plants matters in their ability to act in relation to a 
human self.  
 
… the personified agency of rain 
Our last example extends agency and intentionality further still, to include the actions of 
biophysical entities. For ||Khao-Dama and other related KhoeSan peoples, it is the personified, 
supernatural force behind the phenomena of rain – known here as |nanus – that asserts agency in 
selecting those humans who become healers46. Healers are thus known as |nanu-aob or |nanu-aos – 
meaning literally man or woman of the rain. When someone is called by |nanus they experience a 
psychological transformation precipitated by a loss of a sense of self. They go into the field and 
wander around, lost to the normal world of everyday waking ego consciousness. On realising that 
they have disappeared, people of their community go looking for them singing the songs of healing 
dances called arus. It is when the nascent |nanu-aob/s hears the threads of the familiar songs of the 
arus that they are able to re-enter the social world, having been ‘opened’ by |nanus so that they can 
see sicknesses of the people. Through virtue of their selection by |nanus, combined with ritualised 
practices of consumption of particular rain- and healing-associated substances - such as the soxa 
plant tuhorabeb (‘tu’ = rain47) which assists with being able to see48 - healers are conferred certain 
powers of perception that permit them to see and cure sickness. These powers are independent of 
other forms of leadership, so are not necessarily consistent with any sort of political authority.49 
 
This final example takes us towards what ‘we’ might conceive as the ‘ontological edges’ of 
modernity, to extend a currently lively seam of work in the humanities that explores and opens up 
some of these ontological edges. This includes work encouraging recognition of the biologically-
grounded ontologies of being of nonhuman species towards more sensitive attunements with other-
than-human presence50, as well as work that takes seriously the socio-ecological and ethical 
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demands of materiality51. But for anthropologists and others working in variously ‘non-modern’ 
cultural contexts there is a whole other ontological edge that demands to be taken seriously, as 
gestured towards in the example above of the personified agency of rain. This is the diverse world 
of both ancestors and spirits, which in many cultural contexts are known and encountered as 
agency-enacting entities with ontological reality.52 As Kohn writes, ‘spirits are their own kind of 
real’ emerging ‘from a specifically human way of engaging with and relating to a living world that 
lies in part beyond the human’.53 Since the spirit realm has its own future-making logics and habits, 
Kohn remarks additionally that how this reality is treated ‘is as important as recognizing it as 
such’.54 In other words, there may be further vistas to explore in an expanded relational and 
reciprocal ontology, with implications for future flourishings.   
 
 
Flourishings 
We have only been able here to skate over the surface of the above ethnographic examples. In doing 
so, however, our suggestion is that the knowledge practices we describe illustrate an expanded 
sphere of moral agency and considerability, associated with relations of reciprocity with other-than-
human entities which may be fruitful for engendering multi-species abundance. A milieu of 
relationality and reciprocity such as that described above, with an ontological assumption of 
distributed agency accompanied by keen awareness that ‘difference makes a difference’55, might 
thus act to discourage excessive interference with, and instrumentalisation of, other-than-human 
natures, and conversely to support the flourishing of both human and other-than-human diversities. 
What ethnography and environmental anthropology might offer to a relational environmental ethics, 
then, is a deeper understanding of how people might live in specific relational contexts with 
different kinds of agency-asserting entities, only some of whom are human.56 Through such cross-
disciplinary and cross-cultural engagements, a hope is that pluralistic perspective and dialogue 
might (conversely) inform a shift in transcultural solidarities and shared values that responds to 
contemporary global ‘wicked problems’ associated with multiple environmental crises and 
accompanying cultural displacements.57 
 
Knowledge, Value and Symbiosis 
In particular, the kinds of practices and associated narratives we gesture towards above indicate that 
something has been lost in the ‘disenchanted’ modern reality most readers of this collection 
probably inhabit.58 This loss makes it harder to work out what it is to really act on the basis of 
relationship with the nonhuman. Of course there have been ‘gains’ too: modern humans know a 
great deal about things like evolution, genetics, mathematical ecology and molecular biology. But 
this knowledge arguably brings ‘us’ no closer to understanding our own relationships to the rest of 
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the world. It has in fact become commonplace to remark on the danger that scientific prowess can 
increase human separation from the world.  
 
This line of thought can easily run into the quicksand of the old debate between ‘reductionism and 
holism’.59 Some varieties of environmentalism have been keen to pin the blame for present 
ecological problems on modern Cartesian reductionism, in the process downplaying the importance 
of detailed empirical and experimental methods of environmental observation in nonmodern 
contexts.60 But this is not the whole story, as evidenced by nuanced debates in environmental 
aesthetics about the potential role of ecological knowledge in properly appreciating and valuing 
‘nature’.61 Does a scientific understanding of exactly what is going on in a forest, for example, just 
distract attention onto mechanistic details, or does it in fact facilitate a deeper appreciation of the 
complex interconnected whole? There is no right answer – both may potentially be true. In any 
case, perceiving and appreciating relationship requires properly apprehending both the details and 
the whole. It might be argued that such apprehension cannot be done with the ‘rational’ mind alone. 
Alternatively it might be observed that, as has often been noted, there can be many rationalities.62 
From this latter perspective, perhaps scientific ecological knowledge is just one of the rationalities 
that can potentially help develop the skill, the virtue, of perceiving and experiencing coherence and 
interconnectedness, of seeing both the wood and the trees. After all, as an anthropology of nature 
suggests, scientific ecology derives from one of many possible ontologies63. 
 
This is not, however, to say that environmentalists are necessarily wrong to mistrust ‘reductionist’ 
scientific paradigms. The existence of multiple anthropogenic ecological crises does strongly 
suggest a significantly reduced capacity for symbiosis between modern humans and our nonhuman 
companions. (Re)building this capacity for symbiosis is perhaps the most urgent challenge facing 
humanity. John Barry describes ecological virtue as “a mean between a timid ecocentrism and an 
arrogant anthropocentrism”, centred on “modes of character and acting in the world which 
encourage social-environmental relations which are symbiotic rather than parasitic”.64 The absence 
of such virtue leads to the destructive modes of social organisation we see today, which arguably 
position humanity as a parasite rather than a symbiont. As Barry’s more recent work argues, change 
requires excavation of the political, ethical and ontological underpinnings of this destructive 
modern story of the human / non-human relationship.65 Having other stories to compare it with, 
particularly ones in which symbiosis is more clearly valued (as, perhaps, in those recounted above), 
can help with this project.  
 
Egalitarianism and Reciprocity 
Valuing symbiosis entails a very different understanding of how egalitarianism, obligation and 
reciprocity may work to sustain community. Maintaining a calculative balance sheet of entitlements 
and obligations between individual ‘economic actors’ does not nurture community. Anthropologist 
David Graeber argues that it is a modern innovation to interpret mutual obligations in terms of an 
ethical imperative to ‘pay one’s debts’.66 Non-capitalist cultures, Graeber suggests, would see a 
person who attempted never to be ‘in debt’ as effectively placing themselves outside the community 
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by rejecting the social fabric of reciprocally obligated relationships, thereby choosing instead to 
define their identity atomistically, and to deal with others as strangers.  
 
To reject such atomism, and to instead celebrate the webs of mutual obligation as importantly 
constitutive of community, is to embrace a more complex, multidimensional understanding of 
reciprocity. Possession and exercise of what Alasdair MacIntyre calls virtues of acknowledged 
dependence can allow a person to understand and discharge their own responsibilities as a member 
of a community, a “network of giving and receiving”.67 These networks form a kind of organic 
scaffolding supporting community: the exercise and transmission of the relevant virtues thus 
maintains the coherence and integrity of the networks, of the social arrangements within which 
individual flourishing lives can unfold. They are also essential for an individual’s development of a 
proper understanding of their own autonomy – as MacIntyre argues, “acknowledgement of 
dependence is the key to independence”.68  
 
Expanding this idea to consider virtues of acknowledged ecological dependence leads to an 
‘ecological eudaimonism’ which recognises that character traits which tend to maintain the integrity 
of the non-human world are beneficial for their human possessors as well. This is not only because 
such integrity is itself important for human flourishing, but also because recognition and 
acknowledgement of our dependence upon non-human worlds contribute to our understanding of 
ourselves.69 Ecological virtues include traits and dispositions related to aesthetic, emotional and 
spiritual perceptions of the natural world, as well as those related to the ‘rational’ perspectives of 
environmental science. Moreover, what Rosalind Hursthouse calls “right orientation to nature” 
includes respect not only for living things, but also for (at least some) inanimate natural features and 
phenomena, and for the integrity of whole natural systems themselves.70 This is justified not on the 
basis of respect for the telos of living things, but on the eudaimonist basis that a human life 
characterised by a right orientation to nature will be a more flourishing one.71 Such an orientation 
would not of course see all human impact as ethically problematic, but would involve a reflective 
and respectful approach to the human use and consumption of ‘nature’.  
 
So what is it to flourish as part of a broader community conceived in this way? How is individual 
flourishing related to the flourishing of the broader community of humans, nonhumans, and ‘land’ 
(as Aldo Leopold would have it)?72 How might seven billion or more human beings live in this kind 
of dynamic reciprocity with the non-human world? However this last question is to be answered, it 
will surely require a very different trajectory from that suggested by recent calls for humanity to 
embrace its role as ‘the God species’.73 Acknowledging and assuming nonhuman agency may be a 
key part of telling a new story which avoids such hubris. For these purposes nonhuman agency need 
not necessarily be taken as literally or objectively ‘true as scientific fact’. An heuristic interpretation 
may still do the job of opening up the required extra reciprocal dimensions, of stretching the 
imaginative muscles required to really perceive the complex webs of interconnections between 
living (and non-living) things.  
 
This is not, however, to suggest that in describing Damara realities we are merely sharing 
metaphors or analogies. These are sophisticated practices and narratives which embody 
accumulated cultural knowledge of ‘how to live a good life’: and as Brian Treanor notes, ecological 
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virtue is in large part developed by and through narratives.74 Here, a life characterised by 
appropriate relationships with animals, plants, ancestors, and spirits is understood as a better life, a 
more flourishing life, than one characterised by inappropriate relationships with these agencies. It is 
also a life more likely to bring about the flourishing of others, human and non-human alike. A 
eudaimonist ecological virtue ethics may be well equipped to understand the ethical implications of 
the deep relationality that seems to be involved in worldviews such as these. Cultivating ecological 
virtue, on a eudaimonist model, can help bring about a good life for oneself, but without entailing 
individualism or indeed anthropocentrism, since the focus is on interconnection and symbiosis.  
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Table 1. Plato’s and Aristotle’s value hierarchies of faculties of soul. Based on Hall, M. Plants as 
persons: a philosophical botany. New York: Suny Press, pp19-26; after Plumwood, V. Feminism 
and the mastery of nature. London: Routledge. 

 
 
 
  
 
  

Plato Aristotle 

spirited enabling activity and volition intellective rational soul 
possessing mind / reason 

‘human excellence’ 

rational enabling intelligence and 
self-control. 

associated with reason / 
mind / opinion 

and located in men who are 
thus able to rule 

locomotive mobility 
found in humans and animals but not 

plants 

desiderative able to desire, i.e. to have appetite, 
passion, wish - found in humans and 

animals 

appetitive associated with pleasure / 
pain / desire as well as 

passivity. 
located in the ruled - slaves, 
women, children and slaves. 

Plants as fixed, rooted, 
passive 

perceptive able to sense pleasure and pain - found 
in humans and animals 

nutritive mechanical ability to feed and reproduce. 
plants possess only this ‘soul’, i.e. 

otherwise rendered as passive 

 



Figure 1. Petroglyph therianthrope consisting of a lion with a human hand emerging from its tail, at 
the Twyfelfontein UNESCO World Heritage Site, southern Kunene, west Namibia. Source: Sian 
Sullivan personal archive, 21st March 2014. 
 

 
 


