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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.! More recently the same insight has informed environ-
mental virtue ethics, which extends the idea of identity-constituting
community 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 nonhuman world? What kinds of relationships with “others-
beyond-the-human” characterize a flourishing human life—and what
are the virtues of character that build and nurture such relationships?
Such questions break down the false dichotomy between anthro-
pocentrism and ecocentrism, freeing environmental ethics to make
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to learn from the experience of others: for example, 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 United Kingdom’s Arts and Humanities Research
Council.? In this project we seek to bring ethnographic detail and perspectives

from the “anthropology of sustainability” (Sullivan) into dialogue with environ-
mental philosophy and ethics (Hannis).

Ontology, Particularity, and Ethnography

From an anthropological as well as postcolonial perspective, the Western
hierarchies of value associated with other-than-human natures, while
universalizing, are understood to in fact be highly particular, embedded in, and
made possible by particular cultural and historical contexts.” Importantly for
human relationships with natures beyond the human, they restrict the attribu-
tion of agency, intentionality, and communication to human actors (and often
only some human actors), while 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 mo-
dernity but, as emphasized by Matthew Hall, is rooted in hierarchies of value
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These practices might be interpreted as simply examples of “resource taboos,’
whichina utilitarian manner act to safeguard human sustenance from one year to
che next.” 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.“* 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 instrumentalization practices.! Associated human behaviors, which (may)
consciously realize and sustain the flourishing and abundance of socioecological
assemblages rather than of individuals only, arguably recall Arne Naess’s concept

of self-realization, meaning realization of the ecologically connected relational
Self (with a capital §).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 do®. Some plants, however, are conferred with special properties
of agency: a suite of plants considered to be “sox4,” i.e., as particularly potent.
A cluster of these plants are considered to act in a protective manner, espe-
cially against “bad thoughts” or envy (“su7#6”%) seen as a cause of sickness when
directed toward 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 five-cent piece, a piece of
a person’s clothing—is given to them in exchange. This direct material exchange
between human person and potent/soxa plant binds the matter and healing
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socioecological and ethical demands of materiality.*! 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 toward 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.’* 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.”s® Since the
spirit realm has its own future-making logics and habits, Kohn remarks addition-
ally that how this reality is treated “is as important as recognizing it as such.”>* 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 been able here only to skate over the surface of the above ethnographic
examples. In doing so, however, we suggest that the knowledge practices we de-
scribe illustrate an expanded sphere of moral agency and considerability, associ-
ated with relations of reciprocity with other-than-human entities, relations that
may be fruitful for engendering multi-species abundance. A milien 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,” might thus act to discourage excessive interference with, and
instrumentalization of, other-than-human natures, and conversely to support
the flourishing of both human and other-than-human diversities. What ethnog-
raphy and environmental anthropology can offer to a relational environmental
ethics, then, is a deeper understanding of how people might live in specific re-
lational contexts with different kinds of agency-asserting entities, only some of
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propetly appreciating and valuing “nature”®! 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 com-
plex 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 appre-
hension cannot be done with the “rational” mind alone. Alternatively, it might
be observed that, as has often been noted, there can be many rationalities.®”
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 a number of possible ontologies.s?

This is not, however, to say that environmentalists are necessarily wrong to
mistrust “reductionist” scientific paradigms. The existence of multiple anthro-
pogenic 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 ec-
ocentrism and an arrogant anthropocentrism,” centered on “modes of character
and actingin the world which encourage social-environmental relations which are
symbiotic rather than parasitic.”54 The absence of such virtue leads to the destruc-
tive modes of social organization 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/nonhuman relationship. 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.
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«K . . .
Hursthouse calls “right orientation to nature” includes respect not only for living

things but also for inanimate natural features and phenomena and for the integ-

ity of whole natural syst 70 This % . Y
rity 0 ystems themselves.”® This right orientation” is considered

to be a virtue not because it entails respect for the zelos of living things, but rather
on the eudaimonist basis that a human life characterized by a right orientation to
nature will be a more flourishing one.” Such an orientation would not of course
see 4// 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 com-
munity of humans, nonhumans, and “land” (as Aldo Leopold would have it)?”>
How might seven billion or more human beings live in this kind of dynamic reci-
procity with the nonhuman 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.””> Acknowledging
and assuming nonhuman agency may be a key part of telling a new story that
avoids such hubris. For these purposes, nonhuman agency need not necessarily be
taken as literally or objectively “true as scientific fact.” A 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 nonliving) things.

This is not, however, to suggest that in describing the realities of people
mentioned in this text we are merely sharing metaphors or analogies. Theirs are
sophisticated practices and narratives that embody accumulated cultural knowl-
edge of “how to live a good life;” and as Brian Treanor notes, ecological virtue is
in large part developed by and through narratives.” Here, and in ideal terms, a life
characterized by appropriate relationships with animals, plants, ancestors, and
spirits is understood as a better life,a more flourishing life, than one characterized
by inappropriate relationships with these agencies. It is also a life perhaps more
likely to bring about the flourishing of others, human and nonhuman alike.

70. Hursthouse, “Environmental Virtue Ethics.” 165-166

71. Hannis, Freedom and Environment; Hursthouse, “Environmental Virtue Ethics” 165-166;
Allen Thompson, “Natural Goodness and Abandoning the Economy of Value: Ron Sandler’s
Character and Environment.” Ethics, Place and Environment 11,n0.2 (2008): 218-226.

72. Aldo Leopold, 4 Sand County Almanac (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968 [1949]).

73. Mark Lynas, The God Species: How Humans Really Can Save the Planet (London: Fourth
Estate, 2012); discussed in Michael Hannis, “Another God Delusion?” The Land 11(2012), 10,
heep:// www.thelandmagazine.org.uk/articles/ another-god-delusion.

74. Treanor, Emplotting Virtue.














